Humor and irony in Beethoven's variations for piano, 1791-1802 by Krol, Peng Du
DMA Option 2 Thesis and Option 3 Scholarly Essay 
DEPOSIT COVERSHEET 
University of Illinois Music and Performing Arts Library 
 
 
Date: Nov. 30, 2021 
 
DMA Option (circle): 2 [thesis] or 3 [scholarly essay] 
 
Your full name: Peng Du Krol 
 
Full title of Thesis or Essay: 




Keywords (4-8 recommended) 
Please supply a minimum of 4 keywords. Keywords are broad terms that relate to your 
thesis and allow readers to find your work through search engines. When choosing 
keywords consider: composer names, performers, composition names, instruments, era 
of study (Baroque, Classical, Romantic, etc.), theory, analysis. You can use important 
words from the title of your paper or abstract, but use additional terms as needed. 
1. Beethoven 
2.  Humor  
3. Romantic Irony 
4.  Piano variations  
5. High comedy 
6. Comic opera and ballet 
 
7.      
8.      
 
If you need help constructing your keywords, please contact Dr. Tharp, Director of 
Graduate Studies. 
Information about your advisors, department, and your abstract will be taken from the 










































Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for the degree of Doctor of Musical Arts in Music  
with a concentration in Performance and Literature 
in the Graduate College of the  










 Professor Timothy Ehlen, Chair 
 Professor William Kinderman, Research Director 
 Professor Christos Tsitsaros 






This dissertation investigates the humorous dimensions in Beethoven’s seven piano 
variations from his first decade in Vienna. Documentation of source material comic operas and 
evaluation of the musical humor of Beethoven’s contemporaries are both important components 
in this research. In addition, this work provides translations of some select operatic works to 
explore the literary references used as humor devices in Beethoven’s variations. Beethoven’s 
intrinsic humor and creative strategies of musical comedy are associated with romantic irony, 
and in this work, exploration of romantic novels from Laurence Sterne and Jean Paul Richter 
plays a significant role in understanding Beethoven’s humor and irony. After delving into seven 
selected variations and their historical context, this project explores how high comedy results in 
Beethoven’s hands through: 1) the drama itself from the original operatic source material, 2) the 
use of parody, which evokes previously established styles and comic exaggerations of those 
styles, 3) the use of silence, a technique which Beethoven inherited from other Classical 
composers such as Haydn, and 4) the use of incongruity, in which two or more inconsistent parts 
in a piece invite both laughter and surprise. Through the study of humor in the musical language 
of the Classical style, pianists may benefit from a deeper understanding of Beethoven’s 
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CHAPTER 1: CONCEPTS AND DEFINITIONS OF MUSICAL HUMOR AND IRONY 
1.1 Introduction 
This thesis considers historical contexts and evaluates general expectations as a platform for 
assessing the jokes and wit of Classical composers, and especially the role of comic expression in 
Beethoven’s variations for piano from his first Vienna decade. In contemplating humor in music, 
we should first consider the importance of, and differences between, terms of overlapping meaning 
such as comedy, whimsy, caprice, and irony. Already in the eighteenth century, the artful jests in 
Haydn’s instrumental music were perceived in such terms. The subject of musical humor is 
represented extensively in the works of Haydn and Beethoven. Their interest in surprise and comic 
unpredictability is enabled and set into relief by the highly structured, articulate nature of the 
Classical musical language.1  
Humor, as a prominent characteristic of artistic compositions, can be related to musical 
gestures involving whimsical, odd, quaint, or surprising effects. In Romantic literature of this time, 
one recalls the perspective of the novelist and aesthetic philosopher Jean Paul Friedrich Richter 
(1763-1825), who famously defined comedy as “the sublime in reverse.” On occasion, Classical 
composers sought to imitate a particular literary or aesthetic character by conveying humorous 
behavior or by employing musical puns. Incongruity can play a significant role in musical humor. 
Psychological surprise or incongruity can generate comic or tragic outcomes, with a variable 
degree of contrast or shock. As Jean Paul pointed out: “Something similar to the audacity of 
annihilating humor, an expression of scorn for the world, can be perceived in a good deal of music, 
like that of Haydn, which destroys entire tonal sequences by introducing an extraneous key and 
 
1 Kinderman, “Beethoven’s High Comic Style in Piano Sonatas of the 1790s, or Beethoven, Uncle Toby, and the 
“Muckcart-driver,” Beethoven Forum 5 (1996): 119-138. 
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storms alternately between pianissimo and fortissimo, presto and andante.”2 How can a composer 
express what is funny or comical, eliciting amusement or even laughter from an audience? Humor 
need not always involve incongruity and outright comedy, but can instead convey merriment and 
joviality in the absence of irony. Such examples are widely exemplified in Haydn’s rondos, minuets, 
piano sonatas and string quartets, involving non-comic but convivial and cheerful humor.3 Many 
good examples are also found in Beethoven’s music, such as his Eighth Symphony in F major, 
which is full of jovial humor. Certain passages of this work nevertheless embody Jean Paul’s 
“annihilating humor” and “scorn for the world,” as in the explosively disruptive turn to F-sharp 
minor in the finale of this symphony.  
The term “comedy” can refer more broadly to a genre of drama or literature, whose 
entertaining style indulges in jests and jokes. In traditional operatic comedy, librettists may seek 
to amuse with a satirical style punctuated by a happy or conciliatory ending. A favorite comic plot 
includes a funny or farcical incident that involves confusion, misunderstanding, or mistaken 
identity. Johann Georg Sulzer (1720-1779) offers a hierarchic framework for the English theories 
of comedy: “The low comic, or farce, is hospitable to nonsense; the middle comic, urbane and 
refines, accommodates the humor of wit; and high comic ‘borders on tragedy, where strong and 
serious passions come into play.’”4 When considering comedy in music, we inevitably think of 
opera buffa, which was a popular genre of comic opera in Italy and other European countries over 
the course of the eighteenth century. Like many comedies, opera buffa was regarded as a diversion 
from the grind of daily life, in which the “happy ending” becomes the center of a “pleasure 
 
2 Jean Paul Richter, Horn of Oberon, 93.  
3 Henry F. Gilbert, “Humor in Music,” The Musical Quarterly Vol. 12 No. 1 (Jan. 1926): 40-55.   
4 Gretchen A. Wheelock, Haydn’s Ingenious Jesting with Art: Contexts of Musical Wit and Humor (Schirmer 
Books: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1992), 30.  
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principle,” according to Christopher Herbert.5 In the instrumental music context, Haydn’s “high 
comic style” (das Hohe Komische) was developed to a lofty degree by Beethoven already during 
the 1790s.6 Regarding operatic humor imported into piano music by Beethoven, Robert Hatten has 
drawn attention to the “trope of parody” in the Adagio of the Piano Sonata in G major, Op. 31 no. 
1, from 1802.7 In short, comic drama clearly permits fruitful application in the field of instrumental 
music. 
In literacy and musical contexts, irony or sarcasm signifies a marked impulse toward 
opposition or contradiction, as in the use of approbatory language to imply condemnation. When 
Shakespeare’s Anthony repeated calls Brutus an “honorable man,” the irony is palpable. In music, 
the orator (composer / performer) can similarly lead on his listeners (and potential critics) in a 
seemingly lighthearted spirit. As Mark Evan Bonds notes: “[Musical] Irony, when unrecognized 
– and it often goes unrecognized – has the capacity to generate confusion and a consequent sense 
of incomprehensibility; yet it was precisely this sort of provocative obscurity that was being 
promoted by Beethoven’s philosophical contemporaries as a way of creating a more active mode 
of engagement with readers.”8 Romantic irony or auto-ironie romantique was a concept associated 
with Jean Paul’s novels, as well as with Haydn’s music and Laurence Sterne’s novels in the late 
eighteenth century.  
In the summarizing estimation of Rey Longyear, writing in the spirit of Jean Paul:  
 
5 Mary Hunter, The Culture of Opera Buffa in Mozart’s Vienna: A Poetics of Entertainment (Princeton University 
Press, 1999), 28.  
6 Kinderman, “Beethoven’s High Comic Style in Piano Sonatas of the 1790s, or Beethoven, Uncle Toby, and the 
“Muckcart-driver,” Beethoven Forum 5 (1996): 119.  
7 Robert S. Hatten, “Beethoven’s Italian Trope: Modes of Stylistic Appropriation,” Beethoven Forum 13 (2006): 1-
27. 
8 Mark Evan Bonds, “Irony and Incomprehensibility: Beethoven’s “Serioso” String Quartet in F Minor, Op. 95, and 
the Path to the Late Style,” Journal of the American Musicological Society Vol. 70 No. 2 (2017): 286.  
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Irony is paradox, instinctive throughout, and impossible either to feign or to explain to one 
who cannot understand it. It should be all jest and all earnestness (alles Scherz und alles Ernst), and 
a good sign it is when one who cannot understand irony takes the joke seriously and the serious 
elements as a joke. ‘Really transcendental buffoonery’ is, internally, a mood that perceives 
everything and rises over all limitations, even those of its own art, virtue, and originality; externally, 
it is the ‘expression of the mimic manner of an ordinarily good Italian buffo.’ Irony is the ‘clear 
consciousness of eternal agility, of infinitely full chaos,’ a capricious appearance of self-annihilation, 
a playing with the contradictions of form and practice, the introduction of the fortuitous and the 
unusual, a flirtation with unlimited caprice (Willkür) – all as a means to annihilate the self, for self-
limitation, the Alpha and Omega for the artist, is a result of self-creation and self-annihilation.9  
Strong evidence of Beethoven’s embrace of Romantic irony is present in his music, as well as 
in surviving reports of how he performed it. In 1791, when he was still in Bonn, he composed 24 
variations on “Venni Amore” from Dodeci Ariette by Vincenzo Righini, and dedicated them to the 
Countess of Hatzfeld. Abbé Johann Sterkel (1750-1817), who was one of the most renowned 
pianists in the German society, doubted whether Beethoven could play this difficult piece 
himself.10 At Aschaffenburg-am-Main,11 Beethoven played these variations and also improvised 
on a few other themes, adding challenging passages. In 1800, in an improvisation contest with 
Daniel Steibelt (1765-1823, one of Vienna’s foremost pianists), Beethoven did not merely 
demonstrate his talent of improvisation, but also parodied and mocked a cello passage from one 
of Steibelt’s quintets, by playing a motive derived from Steibelt’s score when placed upside down. 
This rhetorical negation of his rival’s music was included in Beethoven’s opening performance. 
Beethoven’s success in the competition shows how parody in the form of variations can be 
 
9 Longyear, “Beethoven and Romantic Irony,” The Creative World of Beethoven ed. by Paul Henry Lang (W. W. 
Norton & Company, 1970), 146-147.  
10 According to Forbes-Thayer and 
https://www.beethoven.de/en/work/view/5187415824138240/24+Variations+on+the+arietta+%26quot%3BVenni+
Amore%26quot%3B+by+Vincenzo+Righini+for+piano+%28D+major%29+WoO+65.  
11 The large summer palace of the Electors of Mainz.  
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communicated to an audience, and the accounts of this contest offer a vivid glimpse into his 
comical techniques in piano performance.  
In Classical music, composers can exploit parody by employing an imitation of a particular 
figure, with exaggeration for comic effect. William Kinderman suggests that a poor, deliberately 
feeble imitation of something could be called a travesty. Such an imitation is used to ridicule the 
subject of parody in a humorous vein. It has been claimed that “Beethoven’s use of parody 
embraces a gamut of effects, and each case needs to be judged on its own merits.”12 Kinderman 
pinpoints the importance of parody in Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations, Op. 120,13 which includes 
two types of travesty (an evocation of previous historical styles, the Var. 22 on Mozart’s Notte e 
giorno faticar; a travesty to the theme, in the Var. 21, involving a grotesque exaggeration of the 
primitive chord repetitions in the waltz), and two types of parody (a parody of using expressive 
silence in Var. 13; an older view of parody from the Renaissance, as a re-use of preexisting material, 
without any sense of critique, such as Var. 23, with its evocation of the etude-like style of J. B. 
Cramer).  
Whimsy, or something whimsical, is a depiction in an appealing or fanciful manner, 
characterized by caprice, and often comical. This quality emphasizes the expression of what is 
imaginative in a playful way. Henry F. Gilbert points out that “Beethoven was certainly a most 
whimsical and joke-loving individual,” whose spirit of comedy has largely faded for us, since those 
jokes are not perceived as unexpected nowadays.14  
Nonetheless, as William Shakespeare insists, “A jest’s prosperity lies in the ear of him that 
hears it, never in the tongue of him that makes it.”15 Gretchen Wheelock notes that the success of 
 
12 Kinderman, Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), 69.  
13 Kinderman, Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), 68-75.  
14 Gilbert, 53.  
15 William Shakespeare, Love’s Labour’s Lost (London: Arden Shakespeare, 1998).  
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a joke is conditional: only “ready listeners” can understand the terms of the jesters. 16  After 
clarifying these few important conceptual terms, we are better prepared to encounter the various 
comic situations and different levels of humor in Beethoven’s early piano variations. As we shall 
see, a range of expression, from subtle irony to outrageous jokes, arose and took flight in the 
musical creations of the young Beethoven.  
 
1.2 Variations in The Classical Period 
During the eighteenth century, bass-oriented and melody-oriented variations were widely 
adopted by major composers. For instance, the famous Les Folies d’Espagne theme was written 
as Twelve Variations for harpsichord by Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach in 1778. Also, it appeared in 
the Thirty-Two Variations in C minor WoO 80 for pianoforte by Beethoven in 1806, and the 
Twenty-Six Variations for orchestra by Antonio Salieri in 1815.  
C.P.E. Bach (1714-1788) played a key role in the history of keyboard variations, and his 
writing foreshadows variation techniques used by Beethoven. Further, he connected operatic 
comic style into the field of keyboard music.17 
 C.P.E. Bach employed pre-existing melodies in his cyclical keyboard variations, which can 
be divided into four categories. The first group of variations were of pedagogical purpose, designed 
for beginners on the keyboard. In each variation, Bach focuses on a certain technical aspect of 
keyboard playing. The second group aimed at the professional musician, which includes Twenty-
One Variations on a Minuet by Locatelli, Twelve Variations on Les Folies d’Espagne, and so forth. 
Its purpose is both in keyboard and compositional technique, with an overall difficulty increasing 
 
16 Gretchen A. Wheelock, Haydn’s Ingenious Jesting with Art, 4. 
17 See Charles Rosen, The Classical Style; Richard Taruskin, “Mid-Eighteenth-Century Stylistic Changes: From 
Bach’s Sons to the Comic Style.” 
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towards the end of the set. In the third group, there are shorter cycles for connoisseurs with 
innovative ideas of character variations and expansion of harmony. Already in the 1760s, Bach 
sets entire variations in different keys, typically using thirds relationships, thereby foreshadow 
Beethoven’s “new” manner in variation writing in a work like his F major Variations Op. 34. C.P.E. 
Bach’s Variazioni caratterizzate was written in the form of various national dance movements, 
such as Tempo di Minuetto, Alla Polacca, or Siciliano. A review from the Musikalisches Vielerley 
described the Variations on the song Ich schlief da träumte mir as follows: “It is pleasing to hear 
how a song becomes a menuet, a polonaise, a siciliano without losing its principal features.”18 
Unlike Mozart, he never used adagio variations in order to prepare for a brilliant finale. The last 
of Bach’s four variation groups includes sets by multiple composers contributed to a large-scale 
variation work, such as the pasticcio variations “Arietta variata” by Bach and Carl Friedrich 
Christian Fasch (1736-1800), which was based on a popular arietta from the 1750s-60s.   
According to Charles Rosen, “this relation between the classical and comic styles was 
remarked [upon] by Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach.” 19 Bach’s conception of varied reprise in sonatas 
was well-known in the 1770s, according to his famous words from the preface of Sechs Sonaten 
fürs Clavier mit veränderten Reprisen (1760): “Varying repetitions is indispensable these days. 
One expects it from every performer. . . One wants to see nearly every idea varied in the 
 
18 Quote from Ulrich Leisinger, Introduction to Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach The Complete Works (Packard 
Humanities Institute, 2015), xiv. “Einige Verӓnderungen des Liedes: Ich schlief da trӓumte mir, von Herrn 
Kapellmeist. Bach, welche im 28sten Stück fortgesetzt warden. Es ist angenehm zu hören, wie ein Lied zur Menuet, 
zur Polonoise, zum Siciliano wird, ohne seine Hauptzüge zu verlieren.” Unterhaltungen (July 1770), 73-74.  
19 “The buffoonery of Haydn, Beethoven, and Mozart is only an exaggeration of an essential quality of the classical 
style. This style was, in its origins, basically a comic one. I do not mean that sentiments of the deepest and most 
tragic emotion could not be expressed by it, but the pacing of classical rhythm is the pacing of comic opera, its 
phrasing is the phrasing of dance music, and its large structures are these phrases dramatized. This relation between 
the classical and comic styles was remarked by Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, who at the end of his life deplored the 
loss of the contrapuntal Baroque style, and added: ‘I believe, with many intelligent men, that the present love for the 
comic accounts for this more than does anything else.’” Charles Rosen, The Classical Style: Haydn, Mozart, 
Beethoven (New York: The Viking Press, 1971), 96.  
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repetition.”20 The alternative variations between a minor and a major in his sixth varied-reprise 
sonata, which can be described structurally as ABA¹B¹A², deeply influenced Haydn and Beethoven.  
According to Sisman, “it was Haydn’s innovations – placing the variation set in every 
movement of the multi-movement cycle, broadening its array of theme types and transforming its 
larger shape – that created a recognizable ‘Classical variation.’”21 Even though Haydn only wrote 
four sets of keyboard variations, one quarter of his symphonies and one quarter of his chamber 
music adopted variation forms. His attention to alternating variations, called the double variation 
form, was unique in keyboard literature. He employs two themes in the same tonic, but one major 
and one minor, with the second theme sometimes reminiscent of the first one. One prominent 
example of Haydn’s double variation form is his Andante with Variations in F minor, which is 
written in the form of ABA1B1A2B2A with an extensive coda. The F minor theme is mainly in a 
descending direction, whereas the F major theme is in a chromatically ascending direction. 
Christian Gottlob Neefe's variations on the Priests' March from Die Zauberflöte (1793) features 
not only an expansive cadenza-like coda which brings back the F major theme in F♯, but also a 
variation in F minor (as well as variation 6 in F major) with remarkable passages in common with 
Haydn's F minor Variations of the same year. 
Mozart wrote seventeen sets of keyboard variations, which reflects his career as a performing 
pianist who improvised and published for both professional musicians and amateurs. Most of these 
are based on popular airs from the time, and only three of them might be original themes. His Six 
Variations on Salve tu Domine by Paisiello (K. 398) appeared in print soon after its first 
performance, which implies that Mozart may have notated the improvised version without much 
 
20 Ulrich Leisinger, Introduction to Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach The Complete Works (Packard Humanities Institute, 
2015), xiv. 




change. By contrast, the Ten Variations on Unser dummer Pöbel meint by Gluck (K.455) was 
published one year after its premiere, which suggests its intensive revision after its improvisational 
performance. In addition, the adagio-allegro pair at the end of Mozart’s keyboard sets plays an 
influential role in Beethoven’s early variations.  
Among the piano concerti composed by Mozart, six include variations. The finale of the G 
major K. 453 (1784) and the C minor K. 491 (1786) were written in variation form. The third 
movement of the C minor concerto features a theme and eight variations, which Arthur James 
Bramwell Hutchings (1906-1989) considered: “both Mozart’s finest essay in variation form and 
also his best concerto finale.”22 Mozart’s C minor works influenced Beethoven’s dramatic tension 
and special favor in this key, and connections exist between K.491 and both the Piano Sonata Op. 
10 no. 1, and Piano Concerto Op. 37.  
Beethoven’s early variations generally adopted features from Mozart’s keyboard sets, 
especially the Minore, Adagio and Allegro pairs.23 The finales of his sets are normally rondos with 
exploration of different tonalities. He composed the first set of piano variations, Nine Variations 
on a March by Dressler WoO 63, at the age of eleven. Kinsky-Halm suggests that this first set of 
variations (on a theme of Dressler) followed the model of Neefe.24 The variations from the Bonn 
years include Six Variations on a Swiss Folk Song WoO 64, Twenty-four Variations on “Venni 
Amore” by Righini WoO 65, Twelve Variations for violin and piano on “Se vuol ballare” from Le 
nozze di Figaro by Mozart WoO 40, Thirteen Variations on “Es war einmal ein alter Mann” from 
Das rote Käppchen by Dittersdorf WoO 66, and Eight Variations for Four Hands on a Theme by 
 
22 Arthur Hutchings, A Companion to Mozart’s Piano Concertos 2nd edition (Oxford University Press, 1950), 162.  
23 Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Variations,” by Elaine Sisman, accessed October 19, 2021,  
https://doi-org.proxy2.library.illinois.edu/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.29050. 
24 Steven Moore Whiting, “To the ‘New Manner’ Born: A Study of Beethoven’s Early Variations” (PhD diss., 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1991), 74.  
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Count Waldstein WoO 67. Even though the Righini variations were first published by Schott’s of 
Mainz, it was thought to be revised around 1800 for a new edition. Dittersdorf variations were 
published by Simrock after Beethoven moved to Vienna.25  
After moving to Vienna in November of 1792, Beethoven’s independent variations and 
movements with variations were still concentrated on operatic themes, such as the Paisiello 
Variations WoO 69 and WoO 70, Variations for Two Oboes and English Horn on Là ci darem la 
mano from Don Giovanni by Mozart WoO 28, and Eight Variations on “une fièvre brûlante” from 
Richard Coeur-de-Lion by Grétry WoO 72. In addition, he composed two sets of variations for 
Piano and Cello, one based on “See the Conqu’ring Hero Comes” from Handel’s oratorio Judas 
Maccabeus WoO 45, another is based on “Ein Mädchen oder Weibchen” from Mozart’s Die 
Zauberflöte WoO 66.  
The year of 1799 was truly a great time for Beethoven’s variations, in which he wrote six 
influential sets: Ten Variations on “La stessa, la stessissima” from Falstaff by Antonio Salieri WoO 
73, Seven Variations on “Kind, willst du ruhig schlafen” from Das unterbrochene Opferfest by 
Peter von Winter WoO 75, Eight Variations on “Tändeln und Scherzen” from Soliman Der Zweite 
by Süssmayr WoO 76, and Variations for Piano Four-Hands on Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s 
“Ich denke dein” WoO 74 (which would later be the subject of a Lied by Franz Schubert, Nähe des 
Geliebten”), the third movement of String Quartet Op. 18 no. 5, and the fourth movement of the 
Septet Op.20.  
Moreover, Beethoven also composed three sets of variations which used themes from popular 
ballets at the turn of the century: Twelve Variations based on Jakob Haibel’s Le nozze disturbate 
WoO 68, Twelve Variations on the Russian Dance from Das Waldmädchen by Paul Wranitzky and 
 
25 Barry Cooper, Beethoven (Oxford University Press, 2008), 36-39.  
11 
 
Joseph Kinsky WoO 71, and the famous Prometheus Variations and Fugue Op. 35. 
Aside from his strophic variations from early years, Beethoven also employed a modified 
double variation form in the finale of the Eroica Symphony, the second movements of the Fifth 
and Seventh Symphonies, the third movement of Ninth Symphony, as well as the Allegretto of the 
Piano Trio in E-flat major, Op. 132. Beethoven’s tendency to obscure formal landmarks within 
individual movements shows his concern in musical continuity, which explains his fascination 
with variation form in the late years. The Thirty-Two Variations on a Waltz by Diabelli Op. 120 
represent Beethoven’s apex achievement in the art of variation writing,26 although other notable 
examples include the Andante molto cantabile ed espressivo from the Piano Sonata Op. 109 and 
the Adagio molto semplice e cantabile from the Piano Sonata Op. 111, the string quartets Opp. 127, 
131, 135, as well as the finale of the Ninth Symphony.  
 
1.3 Romantic Irony in Beethoven’s Hands 
Beethoven’s interest with romantic literature was not rare in his lifetime. He enjoyed making 
colorful jokes comparing real-life people to fictional or mythological characters. In a high-spirited 
joking letter from 1825 concerning the music publisher Carl Peters and the editor Johann Rochlitz, 
for instance, Beethoven refers to Peters as a “hell hound” and to Rochlitz as Mephistopheles, 
commenting that “the hound of hell. . . can wait and chat in Auerbach’s Cellar with 
Mephistopheles,” and that “he will shortly be seized by the ears by Bellzebub, chief of the devils.” 
In addition, Beethoven described Barbara Holzmann, who was his housekeeper, as “Frau Schnaps,” 
 
26 Kinderman, Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987).  
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and his kitchen as a Hexenküche. Such derogatory comments show his fondness for Goethe’s 
Faust.27  
Aside from his fascination with Goethe’s irony, Beethoven showed affinity to verbal puns. 
For instance, he referred to the choir director and concert organizer Franz Xavar Gebauer as “Geh! 
Bauer,” which means “Go! Peasant.” Further demonstrating his farcical nature, in a letter, when 
asking for concert tickets – Eintrittskarten – he would refer to them as Abtrittskarten, or “toilet 
tickets.”28 His indulgence of puns and romantic irony can be seen in musical expressions among 
his piano sonatas and string quartets. As Robert Hatten mentions, the Adagio grazioso of the Piano 
Sonata in G major Op. 31 no. 1 suggests Beethoven’s ironic commentary on Italian operatic style. 
A cavatina which was the subject of parody by Beethoven is “Oh quanto l’anima” from Lauso e 
Lidia, a drama per musica by Giovanni Simone Mayr.29   
Beethoven’s “Flea Song” (Flohlied) from Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Faust, Op. 75 no. 
3 serves as an excellent combination between romantic irony and Beethovenian playful language. 
The texts of the Flohlied imply a specifically political meaning: the king has appointed insufferable 
or unbearable people to his court, who are dressed up and accorded undeserved honors, but nobody 
dares protest.  
In the Flea song, Beethoven remarkably devises motives depicting the features of fleas. The 
detached articulation of the falling octaves embody the imagery of the small insect’s leaping. At 
the end of the song, Beethoven employs a humorous effect by applying fingering “11” over all of 
the two-note figures – he is instructing pianists to “knicken und ersticken” (snap and smother) at 
 
27 Content from Kinderman’s lectures on “Humor in Haydn and Beethoven” at Guangxi Art University and 
Shanghai Conservatory of Music, 2018.  
28 Kinderman, Beethoven 2nd edition (Oxford University Press, 2009), 127. Beethoven’s joke illustrates the central 
European tendency to indulge in humor based on allusion to excretory function.  
29 Hatten, “Beethoven’s Italian Trope: Modes of Stylistic Appropriation,” Beethoven Forum 13 (2006): 11-12.  
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exactly those spots on the keyboard where a flea has leapt. (Ex. 1.1) According to a report from 
Anna Pessiak-Schmerling, Beethoven himself drew attention to the comic character of this song, 
and especially its ending: “Once Beethoven came with the manuscript of his song from Faust: 
“There was once a king who had a great flea.” Aunt and mother needed to try it out. When they 
came to the end, Beethoven while laughing showed them how it had to be played, and took always 
two tones with the thumbs just as one would crush a flea.”30 
 
Es war einmal ein König 
 
Es war einmal ein König, 
Der hatt’ einen großen Floh, 
Den liebt‘ er gar nicht wenig,  
Als wie seinen eig’nen Sohn.  
Da rief er seinen Schneider,  
Der Schneider kam heran;  
„Da, miss dem Junder Kleider,  
Und miss ihm Hosen an!“ 
In Sammet und in Seide,  
War er nun angetan,  
Hatte Bänder auf dem Kleide,  
Hatt‘ auch ein Kreuz daran,  
Und war sogleich Minister,  
Und hatt einen großen Stern.  
Da wurden seine Geschwister, 
Bei Hof auch große Herrn.  
Und Herrn und Frau’n am Hofe,  
Die waren sehr geplagt, 
Die Königin und die Zofe,  
Gestochen und genagt,  
Und durften sie nicht knicken,  
Und weg sie jucken nicht.  
Wir knicken und ersticken,  
Doch gleich, wenn einer sticht.  
 
There was once a king, 
who had a large flea, 
whom he loved not just a little,  
as if he were his own son. 
Then called he his tailor,  
the tailor came directly;  
„There, measure the qauire for clothing,  
and also measure him for trousers!“ 
in velvet and in silk, 
was he now attired; 
he had sashes over his clothing,  
and was also wearing a cross.  
And he become at once minister,  
and wore a large star.  
Then became his siblings 
At court also great lords-and-ladies. 
And the lords and ladies of the court,  
they were greatly tormented;  
the queen and her maidens,  
were bitten by the pests,  
and yet they dared not scratch them, 
or chase the fleas away.  
But we snap and smother 
At once, if someone bites. 
 
 
30 Ludwig van Beethovens Leben von Alexander Wheelock Thayer, vol. 4, ed. Hermann Deiters and Hugo Riemann 








CHAPTER 2: PIANO VARIATIONS ON ITALIAN THEMES 
Beethoven wrote seven variation sets based on Italian themes, with four of them as piano 
variations. The first set was from his Bonn years, based on Vincenzo Righini’s arietta “Venni 
Amore.” The second and third were both based on Giovanni Paisiello’s operas, Nine Variations 
(1795) on “Quant’ è più bello” and Six Variations (1796) on “Nel cor più non mi sento” from 
L’amor contrastato ossia. The last Italian set was from his early time in Vienna, quoting “La stessa, 
la stessissima” from Antonio Salieri’s Falstaff. This chapter discusses the whimsical and 
humorous character in the Twenty-Four Variations on Venni Amore WoO 65 and the Ten 
Variations on La stessa, la stessissima WoO 73.  
 
2.1 Twenty-four Variations on Venni Amore WoO 65 (1791) 
As Robert Marshall observes, Beethoven had completely mastered the art of writing 
“effectively and idiomatically for the keyboard” two years before he went to Vienna. He had 
already explored brilliant keyboard virtuosity and poignant “romantic” sonority in the different 
registers of the pianoforte.31 In 1791, when Sterkel challenged Beethoven on whether he could 
perform the challenging Righini variations, Beethoven’s ironical response not only demonstrated 
his extraordinary talent of improvisation but also entertained the audience with his sarcastic 





31 Robert L. Marshall, “Observation on Beethoven’s Early and Middle-Period Piano Compositions,” Variations on 
the Canon: Essays on Music from Bach to Boulez in Honor of Charles Rosen on His Eightieth Birthday, edited by 
Robert Curry, David Gable, and Robert Marshall (University of Rochester Press, 2008), 100-110.  
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2.1.1 Historical Background 
According to Hermann Keller (1885-1967), the first version of WoO 65 was published in 
February 1791, but none of Beethoven’s original manuscripts had survived (even though other 
works by young Beethoven that were composed in Bonn came in print, according to Wegeler and 
the publisher Simrock). In 1802, Beethoven reissued the Righini Variations while working on the 
Variations Op. 34 and Op. 35. Unfortunately, there is no way to know what material was retained 
from the original version, or whether the ones he improvised in Aschaffenburg were written out.32  
Beethoven probably heard Righini’s Venni Amore in Bonn, especially considering that Righini 
was the first Italian to be appointed as the Kapellmeister at the electoral court in Mainz. However, 
the arietta Venni Amore is not from Righini’s XII Arietta, but from  XII Ariette italiane.33 During 
the research process for this work, potentially misleading information was discovered in an article 
on Oxford Music Online by Christoph Henzel: “his [Righini’s] reputation in Vienna is evidenced 
by the young piano virtuoso Ludwig van Beethoven, who published in 1791 his variations on 
Righini’s arietta Venni Amore, WoO 65.”34 First, the arietta was published in Mainz, and it is 
unclear whether this publication was disseminated in Vienna;  and second, Beethoven first became 
aware of Venni Amore and composed variations on this piece already while he was in Bonn, not 
Vienna.  
Even though Beethoven’s lessons with Mozart were interrupted due to the death of Mozart’s 
mother, Beethoven still followed and learned his compositional style. The Ten Variations on 
“Unser dummer Pöbel meint” from 1788, based on the French comic opera La Rencontre imprévue 
 
32 According to Hermann Keller’s analysis on Beethoven’s WoO 65: http://www.hermann-
keller.org/content/aufsaetzeinzeitschriftenundzeitungen/1962vieniamore.html.  
33 Electronic score from Bayerische StaatsBibliothek website: https://bildsuche.digitale-
sammlungen.de/index.html?c=viewer&bandnummer=bsb00001578&pimage=31&v=100&nav=&l=ro 
No. 12 Venni Amore, 24-25.  




by Christoph Willibald Gluck, present an example of this influence of Mozart. Perhaps Mozart’s 
piano variations reminded Beethoven of this air-transferred genre, or perhaps this is an indication 
of Beethoven’s desire to study with the master in Vienna. Further evidence of Beethoven’s interest 
in learning from Mozart is that he later wrote other variations based on Mozart’s operas. The 
Adagio of WoO 65 is certainly in the manner of Mozart — especially in its quasi-operatic quality 
and voice exchange. In other words, this fantasy-like Adagio is not only in the style of Mozart’s 
keyboard variations but also in the style of his operas.  
 
2.1.2 Vincenzo Righini’s Venni Amore, Nel tuo regno 
Vincenzo Righini (1756-1812), born in Bologna, was in the service of the Elector of Mainz 
from 1786 to 1792, then was brought to Berlin by Friedrich Wilhelm II as a court conductor. In 
1790, he published XII Ariette italiane, in which the Venni Amore was contained, with a dedication 
to the Royal Princess Federica of Prussia in Mainz.  
The arietta Vieni (Venni) Amore was written as a melody and five strophic vocal variations 
with identical piano accompaniment. Beethoven’s ambitious nature shows not only in the large 
number of variations he composed on this aria, but also in selecting a piece for which the original 
composer had already written five variations. During the present research, the author found two 
English versions of Venni amore in the British Library (1851 and 1864), and one Italian edition35 
held in the Bayerische StaatsBibliothek (1790). My analysis is based on the scores from both the 
1790 and 1864 editions. 
From the perspective of compositional technique, Righini’s arietta falls into the category of 
constant-melody variation; that is, decorative alternations based on the melody, more or less 
 
35 Righini, Vincenzo, XII ARIETTE ITALIANE Composte e Dedicate a sua Altezza Reale la Principessa Federica di 
Prussia, 1790.  
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similar to ornamentation in the French Double. In the first three variations, the vocal line circles 
around the melodic notes of the theme, without obvious rhythmic changes. In Var. 3, Righini 
employs triplets in m. 3 to forecast the upcoming rhythmic shifts in mm. 17-24, in which triplets 
dominate the second half of each measure. Var. 4 starts with dotted quavers, which features the 
lyrical melody a lighthearted and jovial character. The last variation has a restless quality: it begins 
with eighth notes as the melody, followed by descending sixteenth notes in mm. 13-15. The second 
half contains a chromatic and gradually ascending line in mm. 17-20, which reaches the highest 
note F, and then in m. 21, the vocal melody starts a scaled descent circling back to B-flat. One can 
assume that Righini’s aria was written for well-trained singers, such as Magdalena Willmann,36 
who studied singing with him and performed in the opera houses of Bonn and Vienna. (Ex. 2.1) 
The text of Venni Amore came from the collections Di Canzonette e di Cantate, Libri 2 by 
Italian librettist and poet Paolo Antonio Rolli (1687–1765), who was famed as a poetic improviser. 
Rolli spent most of his life in London, where his primary work was teaching Italian to his patrons. 
He also wrote or rewrote some libretti for London productions, the first few of which were 
sponsored by the Royal Academy of Music. Besides opera, Rolli’s musical output includes both 
sacred and secular writings. Forty-nine of his secular canzonettas and cantatas were published in 
London in 1727, when the Princess of Wales (who was pleased by Rolli’s writing) became the 
queen.  
Rolli composed all of his canzonetti in unaccompanied two-voice texture, and the Venni Amore 
is the ninth entry from Di Canzonette E Di Cantate, which is written in D major in triple meter. 
Even though the music is not very interesting, the text drew Righini’s attention thirty years later. 
(Ex. 2.2) 
 
36 She was the daughter of Ignaz Willmann, and the supposed fiancée of Beethoven.  
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Paolo Antonio Rolli’s poem Venni Amore: 
Righini’s text was a modification based on Rolli’s, which suggests similar literal meaning. The 
appearance of the God of Love, Cupid, adds to the joyful, playful character. While Hermann Keller 
mentions that Beethoven was not interested in the text, he indicates that it is the mischievous and 
unusual aspects of the arietta’s music that caught Beethoven’s attention. As a result, the charm of 
this aria stirred Beethoven’s whim and aroused his compositional ambitions.37
 
37 See Hermann Keller’s analysis of Beethoven’s WoO 65.  
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Venni Amore, nel tuo Regno 
(I come, Love, into your Kingdom) 
 
Venni amore, nel tuo regno  
mà compagno del timor m’avean detto che lo sdegno s’incontrava ed il rigor.  
 
I came, love, into your kingdom,  
My fearful companions told me to expect indignation and stress. 
 
Qual fanciulo timidetto che in oscuro ponga il pié,  
v’entrai pieno di sospetto d’ogni cosa che non v’è.   
 
That little shy boy Cupid who put his foot in the darkness,   
I entered there full of suspicion (imagination) of everything that is not [actually] there. 
 
La speranza sul confine lusinghiera m’invitò,  
occhi azurri biondo crine mi feriro m’annodò.  
 
Hope to the border [of your kingdom] invites me with flattery,  
blue eyes, blonde hair will wound me, love has tied me up.  
 
Dolce sguardo dolce riso nobil cor,  
gentil virtù, bella man bel sen bel viso fan bramar la servitù.  
 
Sweet glance/gaze, sweet laugh, noble heart,  
gentle virtue, beautiful man, handsome face, make one long to be your servant.   
 
Oh felice, fortunato chi ti siegue Dio d’amor,  
infelice, sfortunato chi ti fugge per timor! 
 
Oh Happy and fortunate, who follow you, 
Unhappy and unfortunate, whoever flees from you out of fear! 
 
Gran sospiri, gran tormento costa, è vero, il tuo gioir;  
mà poi vale quel momento mille giorni di martir. 
 
Great sighs, great torment costs, it is true, the price of your joy;  




2.1.3 The Humorous Expression Through Twenty-Four Variations 
At first glance, Beethoven’s theme seems to quote from Righini’s piano accompaniment; 
however, this only applies to the first half. Beethoven has drawn the voice and the accompaniment 
together in the second half, which suggests his pianistic thinking when reading the full score. (Ex. 
2.3) As a result, Beethoven’s variations are more based on the overall structure of Righini’s theme. 
Noticeably, his pianistic perspective plays a significant role, which leads to technical challenges 
in these whimsical variations. For example, long trills, running simultaneously with Righini’s 
theme in Var. 4, are a characteristic Beethovenian device, which references the concerto genre. 
(Ex. 2.4) Other highly pianistic approaches can be seen in the quick broken octaves of Var. 5 and 
chromatically-moving double thirds of Var. 9. Succeeding each chromatic run in Var. 9, two 
chords emerge, like a booming “ha-ha.” The feeling of freedom (for a fine pianist) is hidden behind 
Beethoven’s caprice, giving voice to the rapid shifts on the thumb (Var. 5) and the sliding index 
finger (Var. 9). (Ex. 2.5)  
We can also find precursors to Lisztian technique in this set. For instance, the expanding two-
note slurs in the right hand of Var. 10 foreshadow Liszt’s La campanella, whose virtuosic manner 
showed another pianistic way to entertain audiences. The wide leaps and dazzling octaves in Var. 
13 remind the author of the B-flat Allegro in Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody in D-flat major No. 6. 
(Ex. 2.6) One imagines Beethoven playing this passage with a cunning smile, since not every 
pianist can play this, but one who could play it would certainly enjoy it. Keller points out that the 
most technically difficult variation is Var. 19, involving imitative counterpoint in octaves for both 
hands. According to Keller, Beethoven’s pleasant feeling is labeled at the beginning of Var. 20, 
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Scherzando.38 At this point, the work’s difficulties have surpassed all of Beethoven’s competitors, 
and then he begins to mock them with his mischievous humor. (Ex. 2.7)  
According to Whiting, both Vars. 19 and 20 are written as Scherzi, which further supports the 
use of musical jokes. The interrupting octaves in Var. 18 transfer into the main character of Var. 
19. In the style of a two-part invention, Beethoven is probably imitating the style of J. S. Bach in 
his whimsical tone. The pauses and chromatic triplets lend a humorous manner in Var. 20: in the 
first half, the melody is played staccato by the left hand, and the answer is played in chromatic 
scales in the right hand. These two contrasting characters are reversed in the second half. This 
quiet and playful variation is especially comic because of its seemingly effortless lightness, which 
resembles a conversation between two people on different levels of the same house. Smith 
describes the staccato melody figure as reminiscent of laughter, whereas the chromatic 
interjections are musical “giggling.”39 Marshall indicates that  
The contrast of registers is humorous and explicitly playful. The main point of this variation, 
it seems, is to evoke an imaginary woodwind ensemble featuring (at first) a dialogue of sorts 
between, say, a pair of horns or bassoons and a solo flute. But as the duos and solos are shifted about 
from one register to another, any analogy with real woodwind instruments becomes increasingly 
tenuous. Surely no woodwind instrument of the time, could negotiate the chromatic run to the low 
A at the end.40  
Aside from pianistic technique and humorous expression, the incongruities in between scenes 
(or within a scene), can be regarded as an essential ingredient of Beethoven’s romantic irony. Var. 
1 is tightly wrapped in a four-part chorale, whereas Var. 2 immediately indulges in high spirit – a 
persistent rhythm with sudden changes of piano and forte. (Ex. 2.8) Vars. 6 and 7 can be seen as 
 
38 Keller, http://www.hermann-keller.org/content/aufsaetzeinzeitschriftenundzeitungen/1962vieniamore.html.  
39 Smith, 26.  
40 Robert L. Marshall, “Observations on Beethoven’s Early and Middle-Period Piano Compositions,” Variations on 
the Canon (University of Rochester Press, 2008), 103-104.  
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a pair: a lighthearted chasse and a grave French overture. Var. 6 starts with a descending 
diminished fourth plus an ascending half-step, and then at the beginning of the second half, a 
hunting call imitating two French horns calling out the ascending gesture. Coincidently, it is in the 
same key as Bach’s hunting finale from the Orchestral Suite BWV1068 and Haydn’s Symphony 
No. 73 La Chasse (1782), which probably contributes to the ubiquitous hunting song quality of 
this D major. Var. 7 begins with the same descending fourth but with a dotted rhythm, reminiscent 
of the style of a French overture. As this set was dedicated and performed for royal family members, 
the intended audience would have been familiar with the contrasting styles of the hunting song and 
majestic overture. (Ex. 2.9)  
Another pair of variations reflect the incongruity of social classes – the contrast between a 
common musette and royal march. Var. 10 is a dance-like piece of pastoral character, suggesting 
the sound of the bagpipe. By comparison, Var. 11 is a double-choir march, which uses a contrast 
in register to imitate the dialogue between lower and higher brass instruments. The march is 
noticeably swift rather than majestic, given a playful moment in the second half, where the 
dynamic changes to piano, returning to forte in the final phrase. (Ex. 2.10) 
Contrasting styles are tightly compressed into a double variation in Var. 14. The paradoxical 
contrast intertwines two characters: while the first character continues the light and original aspect 
of the theme, the meter changes to 3/8 with irregular rests in the second Adagio section. Two 
characters repeat the same melodic contour, alternating back and forth four times, similar to the 
coda of the finale from the G major Piano Sonata Op. 31 no. 1. Were this an episode of comic 
opera, one might imagine a second character trying to imitate the first to the amusement of the 
audience. The artistic disjunction also reveals the conversation between certainty and hesitancy: 
despite the straightforward behavior in the first character, the second one hesitates and takes a 
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detour under each fermata. This variation shows a complex and intimate relationship between the 
staccato in the deep low register and the lyrical high register, which in an operatic scene surely 
would cause one to chuckle. (Ex. 2.11) 
Beethoven employs Haydnesque comic devices in the finale of the Righini variations. After a 
strong cadence in D major, two grand pauses are placed in between a pianissimo high D. Similar 
to the coda of Haydn’s String Quartet Op. 33 no. 2, these grand pauses lead the audience to 
anticipate a conventional ending of the piece. After the second grand pause, the theme returns in 
B-flat major as a false recapitulation (in the context of D major), which is another comic strategy 
of Haydn. (Ex. 2.12) After repeating the theme in B-flat, Beethoven takes a harmonic detour, 
leading the theme to G major, then A-flat major. The A major chord in m. 74 signals the 
homecoming of D major. Those harmonic digressions also recall the rondo movement of Haydn’s 
Piano Sonata in C major, Hob. XVI/50, in which he detours from the original theme by employing 
harmonies in B major and sudden changes of dynamics with a ritardando. Three times, there are 
pauses on a B major chord that are eventually resolved to C major. As such, the music avoids a 
“tolerable straight line,” which is similar to the use of paradox and incongruity in Laurence 
Sterne’s famous novel The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman.  
Sterne’s writings were popular in German-speaking regions, and even though it was not 
documented that Beethoven knew Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, Beethoven’s music produces 
Sternean parallels. 41  More importantly, Beethoven’s use of verbal puns can be regarded as 
“Shandean wit.” The depiction, below, of an interrupted “straight line” represents the “tolerable 
 
41 Sterne’s popularity in Germany, see Harvey Waterman Thayer, Laurence Sterne in German: A Contribution to the 
Study of the Literary Relations of England and German in the Eighteenth Century (New York: Macmillan, 1905). In 
1798, Haydn did acquire an English copy of Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey, his relationship with Beethoven might 
bring the use of paradox and incongruity to young Beethoven. E.T.A. Hoffmann draw parallel between Beethoven 
and another influential writer in early nineteenth century, Jean Paul Richter. See Kinderman, “Beethoven’s High 




straight line” in Chapter 40. Sterne here scornfully mocks the idea of a straightforward 
deterministic path in art. Instead, he celebrates caprice, digression and imaginative freedom.  
 
The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, Chapter 40. 42 
 
 Jürgen Uhde remarks on the humor in both melody and accompaniment during the frequent 
key changes in the Un poco meno allegro section (mm. 42-79). It is as if the performer cannot 
remember his way back to the recapitulation, but keeps trying.43 In mm. 72-75, the right hand even 
stops trying, and only the accompaniment keeps moving – from A-flat major to C-sharp minor, 
then to A major. As soon as it reaches D major, the celebration is heard (Allegro stringendo). As 
Smith observed, “the finale contains a series of comedic nods and winks as it traverses a series of 
modulations before finally dissipating into the ether.”44 (Ex. 2.13) In the coda’s development 
(Presto assai), this remarkably successful work reveals Laurence Sterne’s and Haydn’s influence 
on the young Beethoven, where a “tolerable straight line”45 was delightfully and mischievously 
avoided in the passage back to the theme.  
In the coda Presto assai of the finale, the right hand is derived from the style of the Mannheim 
symphonists – the trill with sparks, which is a mordent figure that is gradually augmented and 
widened to accompany the horn-call-like theme in the left hand. From m. 116, Beethoven plays a 
 
42 Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (New York: Odyssey Press, 1940), 474. 
43 Uhde, Beethoven Klaviermusik Band I, 235-256. 
44 Smith, 26.  
45 Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (New York: Odyssey Press, 1940). 
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mathematical game with augmentations in both hands. The basic rhythmic figures are multiplied 
by two, four and eight. These figures foreshadow the ending of the first movement in Beethoven’s 
Piano Sonata Das Lebewohl Op. 81a (although the horn-call motif is in diminution in the case of 
Op. 81a). After the horn call plus the “drawn out mordent” figure has been repeated a few times, 
a long D sonority slowly draws the piece to a close. The pianissimo D major sonority in the last 
nine measures produces a notable Adagio and pianissimo conclusion. Maybe, for Beethoven, this 
unusual soft ending provides potential possibility for further improvisation in performance. As 
Charles Rosen observes in the “Tempest” sonata Op. 31 no. 2, “It is astonishing how often 
Beethoven, compared to his contemporaries and predecessors, preferred a delicately soft ending 
to an emphatic final chord. These soft endings, however, are not modest, but more pretentious than 













46 Charles Rosen, Beethoven’s Piano Sonatas: A Short Companion (New Heaven: Yale University Press, 2002), 173.  
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2.2 Ten Variations on “La stessa, la stessissima” WoO 73 (1799) 
William Shakespeare’s literature was frequently adapted in musical works of the classical era. 
For example, two operas based on The Merry Wives of Windsor, from a German libretto by G. C. 
Römer, were written, one by Peter Riter and one by Carl Dittersdorf. As Jean Paul remarked,  
The humorist is both his own court jester or quartet of masked Italian comedians and at the 
same time their prince and director…the unique Shakespeare stands out here with his gigantic limbs; 
behind the mad mask of Hamlet and some of the melancholy fools, he carries on this ridicule of the 
world to the highest degree.47  
Coincidently, E. T. A. Hoffman had made a comparison between Beethoven and Shakespeare in 
1810, with his famous statement that Beethoven’s music “evokes terror, fright, horror and pain.”48 
In 1815, Amadeus Wendt called Beethoven “the musical Shakespeare.” The literary association in 
Beethoven’s music is evident since his middle period. For example, the Piano Sonata in D minor 
Op. 31 no. 2 has historical and musical connection with Shakespeare’s Tempest, and the Piano 
Trio Op. 70 no. 1 (“Ghost”), with its spooky character in the second movement is directly 
associated with the ghost scene in Shakespeare’s Macbeth (the music was linked to sketches for 
the witches’ scene). In this context, the Salieri variations can be recognized as an early 
Shakespearean essay from Beethoven.  
 
2.2.1 Antonio Salieri’s Falstaff, Ossia Le tre burle 
Antonio Salieri (1750-1825), an Italian composer who resided much of his career in Vienna, 
enjoyed much success under the support of Emperor Joseph II. He was appointed as 
Kammerkomponist (or “Chamber Composer” – the title of director for all Italian opera performed 
 
47 Richter, Horn of Oberon, 89.  
48 Lockwood, Beethoven: The Music and the Life, 220.  
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in Vienna) at the age of 24. Between 1790 (the year of the death of Joseph II) and 1804, Salieri 
worked on fifteen operas, one of which was Falstaff, Ossia Le tre burle.  Even though it was not 
the first musical response to Shakespeare’s The Merry Wives of Windsor, it was the first one done 
by a composer of significant renown. The earliest known production was by the French violinist-
composer Louis-August Papavoine with a libretto by Antoine Bret, titled Le Vieux coquet. It 
premiered in 1761, but only managed a single performance due to the weakness of its libretto.49  
Salieri’s Falstaff, ossia Le tre burle [Falstaff, or The Three Jokes] is a drama giocoso in two 
acts by librettist Carlo Prospero Defranceschi (fl 1798-1800), an adaptation of The Merry Wives of 
Windsor. It premiered at Kärntnertor Theater in Vienna on 3 January 1799. Between its premiere 
and 1802, it was produced at least twenty-six times in Vienna, either at the Kärntnertor Theater or 
the Burgtheater.50 Though Defranceschi was little known at the time, Salieri appeared to have been 
satisfied with his work, as he collaborated with him again on another two comic operas: Cesare in 
Farmacusa and L’Angiolina.51  
The genre of comic opera changed rapidly in the late eighteenth century, giving rise to the 
development of various styles. Salieri’s Falstaff was written as an opera buffa, which shares some 
characteristics with the operatic intermezzi. For example, simple musical lines were set to reflect 





49 Rodney W. Foster, “Representations of Falstaff: Shakespeare to Salieri,” (Ph.D diss., Syracuse University, 1998), 
28. 
50 Oxford Music Online, s. v. “Falstaff (i),” by John A. Rice, accessed October 19, 2021, 
https://doi-org.proxy2.library.illinois.edu/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.O901546.  




       The character Falstaff – a fat, boastful (but timid) knight – recurs in several of Shakespeare’s 
works (Henry IV, Part I and Henry IV, Part II, and The Merry Wives of Windsor). When he appears 
in Henry Ⅳ the first time, he is a pleasant figure for the audience because of his comical behavior 
and appearance. The second time, he appears in The Merry Wives of Windsor as an old petticoat-
chaser, who wishes to acquire financial cover for his extravagant lifestyle by means of affairs with 
rich women. Falstaff appeared as a central character in at least twenty-six operas over the years, 
with more than half of these settings based on The Merry Wives of Windsor. The most famous 
settings of this story are those of Otto Nicolai in 1849 and of Giuseppe Verdi in 1893.52  
       In Salieri’s opera, the story starts in the banquet hall of Mister Slender’s house, where Falstaff 
attempts to court Mrs. Slender and her affluent acquaintance, Mrs. Ford. Falstaff, in trying to 
maintain his excessive lifestyle, has fallen deep in debt and is only interested in the ladies’ money. 
The humor in Salieri’s opera takes its departure from a comic character of low social status who 
is presented as a higher rank, thereby projecting an incongruity between his social status and his 
real life.53  
       Salieri’s sense of humor can also be heard in the aria of Mrs. Ford “O, die Männer kenn’ ich 
schon!” (Act 1, Scene 11), which contains a joke in the manner of the local tongue. Mrs. Ford is 
disguised as a German girl, speaking in a comical mixture of German and Italian, whose heavy 
Italian accent can only outwit Falstaff in the opera. In this scene, librettist Defranceschi also 
ridicules Falstaff’s over-inflated sense of self-importance by adding frivolous behavior to seduce 
the supposedly German maid, whose identity is already known to the audience. In addition, the 
music alternates between a single and serious line to the frolicking and playful triplets, along with 
 
52 According to a study by Foster.  
53 Foster, 63.  
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the varied mood of the aria, with even the orchestra imitating laugh-like figures at the expense of 
men like Falstaff. This style of aria, a simple song-like piece with multiple sections and tempo 
changes, is characteristic of comic opera of the period.54  
       The humor of such a character was not lost on Beethoven, who gave the moniker “Milord 
Falstaff” to Ignaz Schuppanzigh (1776-1830), whose quartet premiered most of Beethoven’s string 
quartets. Schuppanzigh became increasingly obese in his adult life, one of a few of his 
characteristics that inspired Beethoven to draw this comparison. Mocking his corpulence, 
Beethoven dedicated to him a musical joke for three solo voices and choir named Lob auf den 
Dicken (Praise to the Fat One), WoO 100.  
 
About La stessa, la stessissima 
       The duet La stessa, la stessissima is from Act 1 scene 6, the scene in which Mrs. Slender and 
Mrs. Ford read the contents of identical letters from Falstaff. The two women decide to respond to 
Falstaff’s obvious blunders and outrageous behavior. The adaptation of this scene is nearly 
identical to its Shakespearean counterpart. While Mrs. Slender and Mrs. Ford discuss how to 
respond to Falstaff’s love letters, their husbands eavesdrop on the other side of the hall. Only 
catching a small portion of the women’s exchange, their husbands misunderstand them as 
unfaithful. Accordingly, Salieri makes a joke of this incongruous situation: Mrs. Slender and Mrs. 
Ford make fun of Falstaff and his identical love letters, but their husbands (receiving reports from 
Falstaff’s servant Bardolfo), are attempting to catch them in an act of infidelity. As a result, the 
second part of the ladies’ conversation turns out to be a moment of incongruity in language and 
action. 
 
54 Foster, 31.  
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       This variation set has little to do with two soprano melodies in the opera, as Beethoven 
presents the staccato chord, turn figure, and repeated notes from the orchestral accompaniment as 
the subject. According to the OTOS edition,55 there are a total of forty measures in the duet, 
whereas Beethoven’s arrangement contains fifteen measures. By cutting repeated materials in 
Salieri’s version, Beethoven displays all the essential elements from the duet in a compact manner. 
Especially in applying a grace note to the turn figure, the humorous element is effectively drawn 
from the original material into the variations. (Ex. 2.15)  
 
La stessa, la stessissima56 
 
(Italian) (English) 
MRS SLENDER  
La stessa, la stessissima  
Infino ad una virgola!  
I nomi soli variano – 
Malgrado la mia collera, 
Mi vien quasi da ridere – 
Bizarra in verità!  
 
MRS SLENDER  
(After she has read it) 
It’s the same, word for word, 
To the last comma! 
Only the name has been changed 
And although I am angry  
I almost have to laugh  
Strange case, believe me! 
 
MRS. FORD, MRS SLENDER 
 
La stessa, la stessissima  
Infino ad una virgola! 
I nomi soli variano – 
Dovremmo andare in collera; 
Ma pur è meglio ridere; 
Ch’è bella in verità!  
MRS. FORD, MRS SLENDER 
 
The same, word for word 
To the last comma.  
Only the name has been changed  
We should be irate  
But it’s better to laugh  
What a funny case, I must say! 
 
55 Antonio Salieri’s Falstaff, Filiberto Pierami revised, OTOS Edizioni Musicali Opera Italiana (Lucca, 2003), 75-
77.  
56 Libretto from LP program notes. Antonio Salieri, Falstaff ossia le tre Burle (Hungary: Hungaroton; Long Island 




2.2.2 Beethoven’s Humorous Response to Salieri’s Work 
       One of Beethoven’s humorous responses is hidden in varied rhythmic patterns, which 
diversify the portrayal of humor. In Var. 1, the chromatic travesty spins up in half-steps but shortly 
comes back diatonically, which seems to depict Falstaff’s harlequin-like behavior. At the 
beginning of the opera, as Falstaff is walking into the magnificent palace for attending the banquet, 
he is trying to disguise his curious and creepy motions. The continuously syncopated rhythm 
throughout the entirety of Var. 3 creates clownish dissonances, which uncannily portray the 
buffoonery of Falstaff’s imbalanced and nervous steps as he creeps toward the two wealthy ladies 
of his interest. (Ex. 2.20) The contrast between voices is heightened by the difference in 
articulation (legato phrases in the left hand, sempre staccato in the right hand), as well as the 
consistent syncopations, which make the variation challenging to play and to hear because of the 
metrical tension, while Beethoven also introduces a chromatic melodic rise in the right hand and 
maintains the registral contrast between two voices.  
       As Whiting indicates in Var. 6: “as if matching the ‘tre burle’ in the opera’s subtitle, this 
variation plays (at least) three contrapuntal jokes: the unprepared major seventh between soprano 
and alto in m. 4; the alto’s leap of a major seventh from m. 4 to m. 5; and the absurdity of making 
the patter motive in m. 9 into a fugato subject.”57 In addition, Beethoven creates a dissonance on 
the downbeat of m. 10 by sounding E-F-G simultaneously. While it could sound like a mistake 
from the performer in isolation, it is written this way to enhance the comic feeling. In the second 
half, the repeated-note subject recurs in an obsessive manner, a precursor to the contrasting nature 
in the coda of the String Quartet Op. 95. For Rey M Longyear, “. . . in ending Opus 95, [Beethoven] 
destroys the illusion of seriousness which has hitherto prevailed with an opera buffa-like 
 
57 Whiting, 294.  
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conclusion.”58 As a young boy, Beethoven played both books of Bach’s Das Wohltemperierte 
Klavier, and the Baroque references are evident in this composition. The contrapuntal Var. 6 can 
be seen as Beethoven’s ironic parody of Falstaff in the tongue of J. S. Bach’s fugal writing.59 (Ex. 
2.21)  
       If the counterpoint of Var. 6 is a lampoon of Bach’s fugues, the rapid scales in Var. 7 may be 
seen as a parody of the etudes of Johann Baptist Cramer, a style Beethoven adopted again in the 
Diabelli Variations, Op. 120.60 Cramer was regarded as the foremost pianist of Europe at the time, 
and he was the pupil of the noted teachers J.D. Bensor, J. S. Schroeter and Muzio Clementi. 
According to Ries, “Amongst the pianoforte players he [Beethoven] had praise for but one as being 
distinguished – John Cramer. All others were but little to him.”61 (Ex. 2.22)  
       In Var. 9, Beethoven further develops the grace note and the turn figure into the main character, 
which deliberately exaggerates the comic effect of the theme. The soft and eerie grace note figure 
is transferred into a long trill on the upbeat, and this sudden transformation together with rf seems 
to depict the imbalanced running movement of a clown on the stage. Interestingly, the left hand in 
this variation always avoids the downbeat except in the penultimate measures (m. 7 and m. 14) of 
each section, which blurs the sense of duple meter. The combination of eccentric accents and lack 
of a clear downbeat pulse disturbs the perception of the meter, but it also effectively prepares for 
the coming of the triple meter Lӓndler in the finale. As Whiting points out, “the ninth variation 
surpasses in sheer comic inspiration any that Beethoven wrote before Op. 35.” 62  (Ex. 2.23) 
 
58 Longyear, 145-162.  
59 Thayer’s Life of Beethoven, 66. “Louis van Beethoven. . . a boy of eleven years and of most promising talent. He 
plays the clavier very skillfully and with power. . . and – to put it in a nutshell – he plays chiefly The Well-Tempered 
Clavier of Sebastian Bach, which Herr Neefe has put into his hands. Whoever knows this collection of preludes and 
fugues in all the keys – which might almost be called the non plus ultra of our art – will know what this means.” 
60 Kinderman, Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations, 69. 
61 Forbes, Thayer’s Life of Beethoven, 209.  
62 Whiting, 298.  
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Beethoven introduces a contrary motion dynamic pull between the voices, with the falling 
arpeggios in the left hand, and rising short notes with grace notes in the right hand. He reaches the 
C in m. 2 differently from Salieri, with the chromatic inflection of the B natural, and then presents 
an accented trill to emphasize the second half of the measure (m. 2). The registral expansion 
continues, with a low trill with high chords in the right hand in m. 7, a gesture that becomes 
fortissimo in the penultimate measure of the second half. This more vigorous, resourceful style is 
not only Beethoven’s response to Shakespeare’s humor, but also his musical critique of Salieri’s 
somewhat predictable opera buffa style.  
       The Allegretto alla Austriaca reveals Beethoven’s tongue-and-cheek humor in his parody 
regarding the nationalities alluded to in Salieri’s work. In Act 1, scene 4 of Falstaff, Salieri, an 
Italian, marks the score with “Scena Tedescha” or “German scene.” By marking his finale of the 
variations Alla Austriaca, Beethoven is signaling that he is a German writing an Austrian scene. 
As Whiting pinpoints, Beethoven is mocking “Salieri’s efforts to regale the Viennese by aping 
Singspiel.”63 A foreigner in Vienna, Beethoven came from the Rhineland and associated often with 
friends from the Rhineland who had come to Vienna in the wake of the turbulence of the French 
occupation of his homeland. In this play of nationalities, Salieri takes part with his highly 
professional, yet often tamely conventional adherence to Italian opera buffa style. Salieri has a 
light restrained touch, which can seem superficial in relation to Shakespeare’s pointed provocative 
comedy. In the key scene of Shakespeare’s The Merry Wives of Windsor (Act 2 Scene 1), Mistress 
Page declares “Let’s be revenged on him” and “Let’s consult together against this greasy knight.” 
       In addition, Beethoven also follows in the footsteps of the comic master Haydn. After 
introducing three syncopated sforzandi in mm. 13-15, the descending two-beat arpeggios create a 
 
63 Whiting, 295.  
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hemiola rhythm with the left hand, which remains in 3/8. Metric ambiguity is one of Haydn’s 
often-used jests, which obfuscates the sense of where the music is going. For example, in the 
Capriccio in C, Haydn employs a hemiola rhythm three times, where the three-beat pulse is divided 
into two groups of the same broken chord. Maybe Haydn’s sense of humor had influenced 
Beethoven in his early years of study, and the same style of writing can be seen in the finale of the 
Salieri variations (mm. 17-24). (Ex. 2.24)   
       Apart from Haydnesque humor, the Allegretto resembles the ensemble finale of the opera. 
Beethoven keeps in mind the different textures between the solo and the tutti, and even includes 
two cadenza-like passages. The first dialogue begins with a soprano (perhaps Mrs. Ford) and is 
answered by a bass (Falstaff), and this leads to the first cadenza-like passage with a hemiola rhythm 
(mm. 77-102). Commonly in a comic opera, a cadenza would introduce a jovial ending. However, 
Beethoven returns to the folk dance theme once again, which provides comic surprise. (Ex. 2.25) 
The second time, the dialogue is sung by two sopranos, depicting Mrs. Ford and Mrs. Slender (mm. 
177-194), which suggests their successful retaliation to Falstaff’s love letter. At the same time, we 
hear a signature device of Beethoven: a duple or triple trill accompanying an important motivic 
idea simultaneously, and this long trill lasts for eighteen measures. This signature trill also 
resembles the cadential trill so often present in classical piano concerti. Beethoven later used long 
trills in his late piano sonatas, although the purpose of the trill is completely transformed in this 
context. (Ex. 2.26) 
       When the theme returns, Beethoven gives it an even more burlesque character. By giving the 
turn figure to the left hand in the low register, it seems to mock that Falstaff was caught and trapped 
in a dark room in the opera, which was due recourse for his frivolous behavior. (Ex. 2.27)  
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       According to Whiting, Beethoven responded to this duet with his own understanding of 
Shakespeare’s jokes.  
Salieri’s tune is effectively disguised by the mordant appoggiaturas, dislocated rhythms, 
and clownish trills that abruptly change register at the cadences. Taking this together with the single-
minded chromaticism of the first variation and the contrapuntal buffoonery of the sixth, one is 
inclined to think that Beethoven emulated the “tre burle” of Shakespeare’s wives with three musical 
pranks of his own.64  
       The sharp edge of Beethoven’s comic inspiration shows him distinctly more Shakespearean 
than Salieri. The contrapuntal exuberance of Var. 6 and metrical ingenuity of Var. 3 supersede 
Salieri’s invention, but also represent the comic audacity of Shakespeare’s characters in their 
tensional relationships. Consequently, Beethoven’s critique of Salieri’s unsurprising opera buffa 













64 Whiting, 294.  
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CHAPTER 3: PIANO VARIATIONS ON THEMES FROM GERMAN COMIC OPERAS  
       The comic opera, examples of which can be seen in the Italian intermezzo, the French opera 
comique, the German Singspiel, or English opera, are often associated with a light or amusing 
nature. The German Singspiel, in the normal sense of the term, was developed from a variety of 
predecessors. The combination of music and comedy was already firmly established in the court 
operas, by the Jesuit dramatists and by composers long before the popular Singspiel tradition. 65   
       From the establishment of German-language music comedy, the Viennese “teutsche Comedie” 
and the north-German “Schauspiel mit Gesang” drew from differing sources and developed along 
different lines. Branscombe (1929-2008) has contended that the Singspiel was borne not, as is 
traditionally stated, from the north- or central-German versions of English and French comedies, 
but that instead it emerged from the spoken Viennese pantomimes and farces of the first half of 
the eighteenth century.66 One of the earliest works composed for the Viennese theater may have 
been Haydn’s Die Feuersbrunst, dated from the 1770s. The success of the Singspiel can be 
associated with the use of the vernacular; that is, the music and mannerisms of the common 
peasants and servants.  
       Important figures in the history of the Viennese Singspiel include Emperor Joseph II, 
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart and Carl Ditters von Dittersdorf (1739-1799). In 1776, Joseph II 
ordered the creation of the German National Theater (Burgtheater) to provide an ideal place for 
German drama. The same year, he enacted the Schauspielfreiheit, which was a decree allowing 
privately-run theaters to have more artistic freedom in their productions, now more readily 
delivered to commoners in the urban areas. These guidelines led to the popularity of a revived and 
 
65 Oxford Music Online, s. v. “Singspiel,” by Peter Branscombe and Thomas Bauman, accessed October 20, 2021, 
https://doi-org.proxy2.library.illinois.edu/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.25877.  
66 Peter John Branscombe, “The Singspiel in the Late 18th Century,” The Musical Times 197: 226.  
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reformed comedy in German theaters, supported by the new bourgeois audience. After two years, 
Joseph II instituted the German National Singspiel, which achieved its greatest success with 
Mozart and Stephanie’s Die Entführung aus dem Serail in 1782.67  
 
3.1 Thirteen Variations on Es war einmal ein alter Mann WoO 66 (1793) 
       Apart from Mozart, Carl Ditters von Dittersdorf belongs to the best of the Viennese Singspiel 
composers.68 Paul Joseph Horsley indicates that Dittersdorf can be regarded as the first composer 
of true German comic opera, whose operatic productions during the period of the mid-1760s until 
1798 reflect the developments in comic opera of the second half of the eighteenth century.69 Italian 
comic opera became a staple of the Viennese repertory during Dittersdorf’s youth, which explains 
his indebtedness to Gluck and Mozart. Dittersdorf’s feeling for musical characterization and humor 
is exceptional, which led to his greatest successes: Der Apotheker und der Doktor, Der Betrug 
durch Aberglauben, Die Liebe im Narrenhause, Hieronymus Knicker and Das rothe Käppchen. 
All of these were Singspiele that premiered from 1786-90. Though termed Singspiel, Dittersdorf 
sometimes preferred the description ‘Komische Oper.’ In his mind, he seems to have conceived 
that the term Singspiel can designate either the serious or comic, and thus he might title a comedy 
specifically as “ein komisches Singspiel.”70 Dittersdorf’s composition illustrates a mainstream of 
the Viennese Singspiel of the time: the comic action finale was increasingly employed by German-
Viennese composers, while the German Komische Oper began to resemble the Italian Opera Buffa 
 
67 Malcolm S. Cole, “Peter Winter’s Das Unterprochene Opferfest: Fact, Fantasy and Performance Practice I Post-
Josephinian Vienna,” Music in Performance and Society: Essays in Honor of Roland Jackson, ed. Malcolm Cole 
and John Koegel (Michigan: Harmonie Park Press, 1997), 291-324.  
68 Oxford Music Online, s. v. “Dittersdorf, Carl Ditters von,” by Margaret Grave and Jay Lane, accessed October 20, 
2021, https://doi-org.proxy2.library.illinois.edu/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.07861.  
69 Paul Joseph Horsley, “Dittersdorf and the finale in late-eighteenth-century German comic opera,” (Ph.D diss., 
Cornell University, 1988), 1. 
70 Horsley, 49. 
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with coloratura arias, symphonic orchestral textures employing the ensemble with increasing 
complexity.  
In the opera session of 1791-92, Dittersdorf’s Das rote Käppchen was included as a three-act 
version, produced by Neefe’s company at Bonn, probably with the young Beethoven at the 
clavier.71 This leads to another set of piano variations from Beethoven’s early years: Thirteen 
Variations on Es war einmal ein alter Mann by Dittersdorf.  
The writing style of the Dittersdorf variations is unique. First, Beethoven gives specific titles 
on eight variations and some even contain two titles within one variation. For example, he marked 
Risoluto at the beginning of Var. 5, and then wrote an Arioso, Andante con moto after the grand 
pause. In addition, Beethoven bravely adopted thirty-seven measures from Dittersdorf’s opera as 
the theme, which increases the difficulty for possible variety in each variation. The other most 
comparable set is the Seven Variations on Kind, willst du ruhig schlafen from Peter von Winter’s 
Das unterbrochene Opferfest, in which Beethoven employs a forty-nine-measure quotation from 
the quartet.  
 
3.1.1 Carl Ditters von Dittersdorf’s Das rote Käppchen 
Das rote Käppchen, oder Hilft’s nicht so schadt’s nicht by Dittersdorf successfully premiered 
in 1792, 72 which prompted Beethoven as well as Christian Gottlob Neefe (1748-1798) to produce 
variations from different scenes of the work. Beethoven’s WoO 66 was issued by Nikolaus 
Simrock, who also published Neefe’s variation set on Das Frühstück schmeckt viel besser hier 
(Breakfast tastes much better here), a text which extols the virtue of enjoying breakfast outdoors.  
 
71 Horsley, 189.  
72 This opera was performed in Vienna first; however, details of the performance are lost. As a result, there is 
confusion regarding location and date of the premiere.  
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The libretto of Dittersdorf’s opera was possibly written by the composer himself, after a drama 
by Filippo Livigni titled Giannina e Bernadone.73 There are two married couples taking the place 
of the standard parts of lovers: the jealous Hans Kristoph and his young wife Hedwig, and a 
secondary pair of lovers: Caroline and her husband Leutnant von Felsenberg. Falsenberg’s 
attention to Kristoph’s wife arouses his suspicion about Hedwig’s fidelity. In order to cure 
Kristoph of his blind jealousy, Felsenberg, disguised as a Jewish peddler, sells him a red cap, 
which when adorned on his head, causes Hedwig to loathe all men but him.74 
 
3.1.2 Different Variations on Das rote Käppchen 
Beethoven was not the only composer to write piano variations on the popular Das rote 
Käppchen. His teacher Christian Gottlob Neefe also wrote keyboard variations on Das Frühstück 
schmeckt viel besser hier drawn from the same opera. Unlike Beethoven, who picked a night-time 
scene from this Singspiel, Neefe selected a morning scene. In addition, Beethoven wrote Fourteen 
variations for a piano trio on “Ja, ich muss mich von ihr scheiden” from Das rote Käppchen, Op. 
44.75 
Beethoven’s variations WoO 66 are based on the romance Es war einmal ein alter Mann, which 






73 According to Horsley, “Dittersdorf and the finale in late-eighteenth-century German Comic Opera,” (Ph.D diss., 
Cornell University, 1988), 188.  
74 Oxford Music Online, s. v. “Rote Kӓppchen, Das,” by Thomas Bauman, accessed October 20, 2021,  
 https://doi-org.proxy2.library.illinois.edu/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.O904268.  
75 Barry Cooper, The Master Musicians: Beethoven (Oxford University Press, 2008), 38-39.  
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Es war einmal ein alter Mann “It doesn’t help but it doesn’t harm either” (Ex. 3.1):  
 
Act 1, No. 9 Aria  
 
(German) (English) 
Es war einmal ein alter Mann                     
der hatt' ein junges Weibchen:                   
man sah sie mit Entzücken an,                    
das liebe, liebe Täubchen:                            
Ein schöner Wuchs, ein hold Gesicht        
es fand sich ihres Gleichen nicht,               
und wie sie einen angeblickt,   
und wie sie einen angeblickt,                
der war sogleich verrückt.   
Und wie sie einen angeblickt,  
der war sogleich ver --  rückt                       
Auf einem schönern Füßchen stand         
Kein Weib in ihrem Vaterland.                   
Sie hatte eine schöne Hand und war voll Witz und voll 
Verstand,  
voll Witz und voll Verstand, 
voll Wiß und voll Verstand.          
voll Witz und voll Verstand.                                          
 
There was once an old man 
who had a young wife: 
She was regarded with enchantment,  
The dear, dear little dove: 
A beautiful figure, a comely face,  
There is no one like her, 
And the way she looked at a man,  
And the way she looked at a man, 
He went instantly mad.  
When she stands on her nice little foot,  
No woman in her homeland. 
She was full of knowledge and full of intellect,  
And full of intellect, 
And full of intellect, 
And full of intellect. 
 
Ihr mann, geplagt von Eifersucht  
Bewahrte lang die goldne frucht  
Verfchioß bei Tag und Nacht das fsaus  
Und lies sie nicht zum Zimmer h’naus  
Er qualte sie und plagte sie  
Der Eifersüchtge, spat und stüh,  
Sie durfte nicht aus Fenster gehn 
Und niemals auf Die Straße fehn  
Und kame in Mann ins Haus,  
So wies er hin zur Thür hinaus,  
zur Thür,  
zur Thür – aus. 
Er ließ nicht gern den Sonnenschein  
Nicht gern den Mond zum Fenster ein.  
In Garten durfte sie nicht gehn  
In Garten durfte sie nicht gehn  
Die Vogel anzufehn, 
Die Vogel anzufehn, 
Die Vogel anzufehn.  
Her husband, suffering from jealousy,  
Keep the golden fruit for a long time,  
He locked the house day and night, 
And didn’t let her out of the room.  
He tortured her and trouble her,  
The jealous man, disorder and stubborn, 
She could not go to the window, 
And never look out on the street, 
And if a man come to the house, 
he pointed out the door, 
out the door,  
out the door.  
He didn’t like to let the sunshine,  
Or the moonshine to the window, 
She couldn’t go to the garden, 
She couldn’t go to the garden, 
See the birds there, 
See the birds there, 
See the birds there. 
Da wurd’ ihr Zeit und Weile lang 
Es wurd ihr Herzchen bange 
Es war ihr gar zu Wunderlich  
Das gute Weibchen gramte sich  
Sie wurde Krank, sie wurde schwach  
Da hörte man nur O! und Ach! 
Sie wurde Krank, sie wurde schwach  
Da hörte man nur O! und Ach! 
Sie wurde Krank, sie wurde schwach  
Da hörte man nur O! und Ach! 
Nur O nur O und – Ach.  
Das war dem Mann nicht einerlei  
It has been a long time for her, 
She felt fearful in her heart,  
It was so strange for her, 
The good willow grinned to herself.  
She became frayed, she became weak, 
You only heard O! and Oh! 
Not O or O and Oh. 
You only heard O! and Oh! 
Not O or O and Oh. 
You only heard O! and Oh! 
Not O or O and Oh. 
The man didn’t care, 
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Er rief geschwind den Arzt herbei   
Der Doctor kam, ein junger Mann, 
Der schönen Kranken an,  
Was sie ihm nicht gestand,  
Was sie ihm nicht gestand, 
Was sie ihm nicht gestand.  
 
He quickly called the doctor,  
The doctor came, a young man, 
The sick of beauty,  
What she didn’t confess to him, 
What she didn’t confess to him, 
What she didn’t confess to him. 
Er sprach die Kranke muffen wir so gleich magnetifien,  
Ich wage viel zu wetten hier,  
Bald will ich sie kurieren  
Der Mann war froh und fagte ja,  
O Lieber Doktor thun sie das: 
Der Alte dacht’ es müfst fo feyn,  
Der Alte dacht’ es müfst fo feyn,  
Und liefs sie ganz allein,  
Der Alte dacht’ es müfst fo feyn,  
Und liefs sie ganz al – lein.  
Der Doktor kam dem Weibchen nah und fag ihr dies,  
Und fagt ihr das,  
Berührte sie mit zarter Hand, und Fezte bald durch 
Kunstverstand mit ihr sich in Rapport,  
Mit ihr sich in Rapport,  
Mit ihr sich in Rapport.  
 
He spoke to the sick that we magnified so similarly, 
I dare to bet a lot here, 
Soon I want to cure her, 
The man was happy and said yes,  
Oh dear doctor, do this: 
The old man thought it ought to be so,  
The old man thought it ought to be so,  
And left her all alone,  
The old man thought it ought to be so, 
And left her all alone. 
The doctor came close to the woman and told her,  
And if you ask that, 
Touch her with a gentle hand,  
and joke shortly by appreciation of art with her 
repeatedly,   
With her repeatedly, 
With her repeatedly. 
 
Es fehiug die kur des Doktors an,  
Das Wunder war nicht klein!  
Das Weibchen sprach Ach Heber Mann 
Ich bin num wieder dein.  
Wie war cih Krank, wie war ich schwach,  
Und qualle dich mit O und Ach! 
Ich bin von allem übel frei, 
Ich bin von allem übel frei,  
Und lebe dir aufs neu,  
Ich bin von allem übel frei,  
Und lebe dir aufs – neu. 
Der Mann ward froh, und gab ihre Geld,  
Da su noch eine goldne Uhr;  
Berühmt war under junger Held,  
Berühmt war under junger Held durch feine Wunderkur,  
Durch feine Wunderkur,  
Durch feine Wunderkur.  
 
It is the doctor’s cure,  
The miracle was not small!  
The woman spoke Oh Heber Mann  
I am yours again. 
How was I sick, how was I weak, 
And torture yourself with O and Oh! 
I am free from everything,  
I am free from everything,  
And live again.  
I am free from everything,  
And live on – new.  
The man was glad and gave him money,  
There is also a gold watch,  
The young hero was famous, 
The young hero was famous for his fine miracle cure,  
Through a fine miracle cure,  
Through a fine miracle cure.  
 
Es wurde manches Weibchen krank,  
Doch war den Arzt gleich da,  
Und so erhielt er Vielen Dank,  
Und do erhielt er vielen Dank und Geld,  
Et caetera viel Dank und Geld et caetera viel Dank und 
Geld et caetera.  
 
Many women got sick,  
The doctor was right there,  
So he got a thank you,  
He received many thanks and money, 
many thanks and money, 




Neefe’s Dittersdorf Variations 
       Christian Gottlob Neefe (1748-1798) is known for being a pedagogue, as well as a prolific 
composer for keyboard music, Lieder and Singspiels. Around 1780, he began teaching young 
Beethoven piano and organ as well as thoroughbass and composition. He acquainted Beethoven 
with important keyboard literature, such as Bach's Das Wohltemperierte Klavier and C.P.E. 
Bach's Gellert-Lieder.76 In 1793, Neefe composed two sets of variations, one for organ based on 
“Marsch der Priester” from Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte, and the Thirteen Keyboard Variations on 
“Das Frühstück schmeckt viel besser hier” (Ex. 3.2) from Das rote Käppchen. Observing the finale 
of these keyboard variations, a chorale, one perhaps could imagine it was also intended for organ 
performance. The innovative key changes in Beethoven’s Six Variations Op. 34 (1802) are notable, 
but Neefe’s set actually foreshadows some of the approaches Beethoven would take in modulation 
more than ten years later. For example, even though the tonic is B-flat major, Neefe’s Var. 8 is in 
B major after the B-flat minor of Var. 7. To set a variation in the key a half-step above the tonic 
was very unusual at the time. Undoubtedly, this approach enlightened Beethoven’s innovation on 
variation writing, leading to his unusual setting of keys in the “new manner” of his Op. 34.  
       Neefe takes the melody from an ensemble as the theme, which is rife with joyful and jocular 
sentiments. Although the quartet was written in a 2/4 Moderato, Neefe notated it in 2/2 as Andante. 
(Ex. 3.3) This probably suggests that composers like Neefe often used their aural memory in 
recreating a scene from an opera, especially in variation writing. His preference for a lively tempo 
is clearly indicated in Vars. 8, 9, and 12, which are labeled Andante più Allegretto, Allegro and 
Allegro, respectively.  
 
76 Oxford Music Online, s. v. “Neefe, Christian Gottlob,” by Lothar Hoffman-Erbrecht, accessed October 20, 2021, 
 https://doi-org.proxy2.library.illinois.edu/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.19674.  
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       Vars. 2, 4, and 6 begin the melody in a lower register (bass clef), whereas Vars. 1, 3, and 5 
start in a higher register (treble clef). The contrast between every two variations implies the distinct 
voices from soprano, baritone and bass. The first five variations focus on the different rhythms, 
which include the grouping of four-eighth notes, triplets, two-note slurs, sixteenth-note arpeggios 
with a turn figure, as well as a one eighth-note and two sixteenth pattern, respectively. Var. 6 not 
only employs hand-crossing technique but also plays a rhythmic game among eighth notes, triplets 
and sixteenth notes, reminiscent of similar passages in Beethoven’s piano sonatas. (Ex. 3.4) 
Another approach foreshadowing Beethovenian style is presented in Var. 10, in which long trills 
sustain over thematic material simultaneously. The melodic contour first is taken by the left hand 
below the treble trills for seven measures and in the second half, the long trill transfers to the left 
hand while the melody is in the right hand. (Ex. 3.5) 
       In the Minore Var. 7, Neefe marks Risoluto (m. 127) in the cadenza passage. This term 
normally appeared as a tempo designation starting around 1800, which Beethoven also uses in his 
Thirteen Variations, WoO 66 and Eight Variations Op. 76, as well as in the concluding fugue from 
the “Hammerklavier” Sonata Op.106. The operatic quality is heightened by the cadential trill at 
the end, with a final figure marked Lento and a fermata on the rest. The B-flat minor theme returns 
under Tempo Imo (m. 128), similar to Beethoven’s operatic Adagio in the G major piano sonata 
Op. 31 no. 1. At the end, in the unusual Var. 8 in B major, the A-sharp and C-sharp can be 
considered an enharmonic re-spelling of B-flat and D-flat. (Ex. 3.6) Var. 9 is in the style of a 
Baroque prelude, and the rapid stylistic transformation in those variations suggests Neefe’s affinity 
for representing many styles that were well-known during the mid-Eighteenth Century.77 (Ex. 3.7) 
 
77 The transitional time is well discussed in Richard Taruskin and Christopher H. Gibbs, “Mid-Eighteenth-Century 
Stylistic Changes: From Bach’s sons to the Comic Style,” Chapter 12 in The Oxford History of Western Music, 
(Oxford University Press), 383-410.  
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       Aside from drawing from diverse musical styles, Neefe’s variations are highly chromatic. Var. 
3 emphasizes a half-step ascending motion and Var. 4 includes a cross-relation (E-flat against E-
natural in m. 66). Also, the key change from Var. 7 in B-flat minor to Var. 8 in B major exhibits 
chromatic structural motion. In Var. 8, the staccato articulation along with the subito forte on the 
upbeat is used to enhance the chromatic steps (mm. 142-144). Finally, chromaticism plays a 
significant role in heightening tension in the last choral variation, which is an exemplary instance 
of linear writing in each voice. (Ex. 3.8) According to Irmgard Leux’s description, Neefe’s set is 
similar to Beethoven’s Bonn variations in the diversity of technique and expression.78 In short, the 
variation techniques that Neefe used on Dittersdorf’s operatic excerpt can be seen as forebearers 
to Beethoven’s exploration of the same work.  
 
3.1.3 Beethoven’s Extension of Dittersdorf’s Surprise 
       Humor is seeded throughout Dittersdorf’s theme, with the text written from a narrative 
perspective. The whole theme in Beethoven’s Variations on Es war Einmal ein Alter Mann (WoO 
66) is suspended by a surprising grand pause at m. 22, which was derived directly from 
Dittersdorf’s aria. The aria is based on a four-bar structure, and the phrase is compensated by the 
grand pause in mm. 21-23. As a result, the extended pause in m. 22 forms another four-bar phrase, 
which separates the half-cadence (mm. 21-23). 79  More importantly, the grand pause adds a 
humorous character to the theme. As Whiting indicates, “the tune is a concatenation of repetitive 
phrases, the very cumulation of which increases the surprising impact of the grand pause, which 
always interrupts in the middle of a word.”80 In Dittersdorf’s theme, the audience could possibly 
 
78 Whiting, 102.  
79 Jürgen Uhde, Beethovens Klaviermusik, Band I, (Philipp Reclam Jun. Stuttgart, 1968), 258.  
80 Whiting, 104.  
45 
 
miss the interruption of the cadential progression, depending on their musical training and sense; 
however, in the opera, the pause occurs in the middle of a word, increasing the audience’s feeling 
of tension awaiting the resolution. The grand pause Dittersdorf employs is a pictorial silence, 
which often makes an appearance in instrumental music and operas to bring about a humorous 
effect. 81 A comparable example can be found in Haydn’s “Joke” Quartet Op. 33 no. 2: at the end 
of the finale, the added silence in between a large number of phrases not only surprises the audience 
a few times, but the ever-increasing number of false endings is drawn out so ludicrously, the 
audience cannot help but respond with laughter. As Barry Cooper indicates, the dramatic long rest 
is retained in each variation, as Beethoven “frequently springs a surprise immediately after the 
suspense by changing register, dynamic, figuration, or even meter, with highly comical effect.”82 
The use of silence, therefore, has established a whimsical voice in prior works, as well as in 
Beethoven’s variations. (Ex. 3.9) 
       Beethoven’s first two variations in the set can be seen as a playful keyboard style conventional 
for the time in Germany. The whimsical character is transformed into mischievous behavior in 
Var. 1, when Beethoven uses two rf markings with “hairpins” (marked < >) in m. 29 and 31, and 
two sf markings on the upbeat of m. 34 and 36, where the recapitulation of the first phrase is varied. 
(Ex. 3.10) Uhde points out the chamber music style of Var. 2, and the resemblance of this variation 
to a piano trio. He suggests that we could trace the separate dynamics marking for each voice, 
especially the left hand as a cellist’s gesture in a typical fashion of chamber music writing.83  
       Imitative counterpoint is sometimes used as a comic presentation in Beethoven’s music. An 
example of this is the Presto final movement of the Piano Sonata in F Major Op. 10 no. 2 that 
 
81 Barry Cooper, “Beethoven’s use of silence,” The Musical Times Vo.152, No. 1914 (Spring 2011): 25-43.  
82 Barry Cooper, The Master Musicians: Beethoven (Oxford University Press, 2008), 38. 
83 Uhde, 259.  
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begins in the manner of Bach’s F major two-part Invention. At the end of Var. 2, the mischievous 
imitation between two voices turns this homophonic aria into a fugato of buffoonery. (Ex. 3.11) 
       Following in the footsteps of Neefe, Beethoven employs various tempo markings in different 
variations, each bringing characteristic transformations. The first change happens in Var. 3, from 
the theme’s Allegretto to the Commodetto. Interestingly, Beethoven does not return to Tempo I 
until Var. 8, which indicates to the performer that Var. 4 should be in the same leisurely character 
as in Var. 3, Commodetto. Also, both nos. 3 and 4 emphasize chromatic development (D-sharp to 
E), which exaggerates two melodic notes in between the grand pause. As a result, Beethoven seems 
to augment the humor of Dittersdorf with his wit.  
       Beethoven’s comedy is engineered by an incongruity in characteristics, which differs not only 
between variations, but also within them, as in nos. 5, 9, and 12. In Var. 5, the Risoluto before the 
grand pause is written in a lively and brisk manner, but the Arioso in 6/8 is lyrical. Whiting 
mentions that the Andante tempo and quartet textures would fit properly in the section, marked as 
Arioso – Andante con moto.84 The first section (Con spirito) of Var. 9 is a game of free imitation 
between the right and left hands, while the second section (Andantino) is characterized as a counter 
image with muffled and deep sounds marked pianissimo. Allegro con tanto, con grazia in Var. 12 
suggests an empfindsamer Stil by C. P. E Bach.85 By comparison, the section marked Capriccio - 
Andante summarizes the musical drama and gradually closes with a graceful and amiable farewell. 
The transformation of disparate characteristics in these variations happens throughout, which 
offers many surprises for the listener. (Ex. 3.12) 
       Although the Marcia vivace (Var. 13) comes at an unexpected location following the slowly 
ascending figures that end the Capriccio, it confirms the entertaining mood Beethoven was aiming 
 
84 Whiting, 106.  
85  Uhde, 265.  
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for to close this piece. It had seemed possible that Var. 12 signaled the end, due to the feeling of 
dying away at the end (m. 46, marked perdendosi). However, as previously explained, the most 
notable feature of Dittersdorf’s theme was the mid-word pause followed by a fermata. The astute 
listener may, therefore, realize the fermata, which appears again on the last chord of the Capriccio, 
corresponds with the style of the entire piece. (Ex. 3.12) Following the template of most of the 
previous variations, the audience may expect a humorous subito piano or mysterious pianissimo, 
or at least a reduction in sound after the grand pause in Var. 13; however, this time, the dominant 
chord continues triumphantly – another pleasant surprise.86 (Ex. 3.13) The final surprise is the last 
chord of the piece, which is staccato and piano. In response to the sudden loss of energy, a listener 












86 This analysis is indebted to Uhde: “dort nämlich, wo wir nach den meisten der vorhergehenden Variationen jenes 
humoristisch geheimnisvolle pp oder p erwarten, jedenfalls eine Zurucknahme des Klanges, nach der Fermatenpause 
also, geht es nun, auftrumpfend, gewissermassen mit klingendem Spiel weiter.” 
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3.2 Seven Variations on “Kind, willst du ruhig schlafen” WoO 75 (1799) 
Starting as a violinist in the Mannheim court orchestra, Peter von Winter (1754-1825) made 
himself known as an opera composer with the debut of his Helena und Paris in 1782. Between 
1795 and 1798, he achieved his first large-scale success with Das unterbrochene Opferfest, 
performed in Vienna.87 An opera set in Peru, Winter’s Das unterbrochene Opferfest, Heroisch-
komische oper in zwei Acten (The Interrupted Sacrificial Feast: A heroic comic Opera in Two Acts) 
has been called “the most successful German opera in the thirty years between Die Zauberflöte 
and Der Freischütz.”88 E. T. A. Hoffmann wrote in 1815 that, “Opferfest contains his [Winter’s] 
most glittering riches and, indeed, has become his casket front which he drew many jewels with 
which to adorn later creations.”89 However, for Winton Dean, Opferfest has a “stiff Metastasian 
plot set in an exotic climate,” with a static, unevolving situation punctuated by an unconvincing 
happy end. Dean states that the opera “belongs to a strange mixed convention combining elements 
from Singspiel with the old (pre-Gluck) opera seria and a denouement influenced by French rescue 
opera.”90 
It would appear despite the opera’s commercial success, it has garnered a bit of a controversial 
reputation among critics, probably attributed to its use of the general “Magic Flute formula,” or in 
other words, the incorporation of exoticism, Enlightenment ideals, magic, and low comedy in the 
same vein of Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte.91 The irony was that despite Mozart’s critical attitude on 
Peter Winter, which was recorded in his letter of 22 December 1781 to view him as “my worst 
 
87 Oxford Music Online, s. v. “Winter [von Winter], Peter,” by Anna Amalie Abert, accessed October 20, 2021, 
 https://doi-org.proxy2.library.illinois.edu/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.30421.  
88 In Alfred Loewenberg’s words, quoted from Whiting’s Ph. D diss, 327.  
89 E. T. A Hoffmann, Schriften zur Musik: Nachlese (Munich: Winkler – Verlag, 1963), 290.  
90 Winton Dean, New Oxford History, 8:458.  
91 Malcolm S. Cole, “Peter Winter’s Das Unterprochene Opferfest: Fact, Fantasy and Performance Practice I Post-
Josephinian Vienna,” Music in Performance and Society: Essays in Honor of Roland Jackson, ed. Malcolm Cole 
and John Koegel (Michigan: Harmonie Park Press, 1997), 291-324.  
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enemy,” “a beast in his way of living,” Winter won his popularity through three German magic 
operas, followed the step of Die Zauberflöte.92 
 
3.2.1 Peter von Winter’s Das unterbrochene Opferfest 
Das unterbrochene Opferfest premiered in June of 1796 at the Kärntnertor Theater. It not only 
established Winter’s fame, but also became a fundamental part of European repertory during the 
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The opera unfolds in southern Peru during the early 
years of the Spanish conquest, after 1532. The cast of eleven characters include six men and five 
women: Huayna Capac (Inca of Peru), Roka (his eldest son), Myrha (his daughter), Murney (a 
bearded Englishman), Elvira (Murney’s Spanish wife), Mafferu (Inca field marshal), Villacuma 
(the high priest), Gulira, Balisa, Sira (companions of Myrha), and Pedrillo (Murney’s servant, the 
typical clown figure, comical, cowardly).  
The story takes place in Cuzco, where an Inca village prepares for a sacrifice to their sun-god. 
Murney’s Spanish wife Elvira and the priest Villacuma begin to plot revenge on Murney: 
Villacuma imitated the voice of the Inca sun-god during a preparatory ceremony and called for 
Murney to be the sacrificial victim. Despite longing to stay alive to be with Myrha, Murney 
resolves to face death bravely. During the ceremony of sacrifice, however, the deception is 
unveiled, and, as a result, Murney is saved. Several comic characters such as servants Pedrillo and 
Balisa provide humorous episodes to lighten the serious tone of the work.93  
The quartet “Kind, willst du ruhig schlafen” is from Act 2, sung by Myrha and the three female 
comic figures: Syra, Balisa and Guliru. Murney, a European who fought on behalf of the Inca, is 
 
92 Cole, 296.  




in love with Myrha. “Spurned by him, [Myrha] becomes an unwitting accomplice in the jealous 
designs of Murney’s rival.” As she is unhappy, three companions (Syra, Gulliru, and Balisa) 
“console” her and admonished her that males are false and should only be teased and twitted. In 
short, she should not fall in love with anyone. Still, Myrha believes that true love will bring about 
a reconciliation. 94 
 
Quartet Kind, willst du ruhig schlafen “Child, will you sleep peacefully” (Ex. 3.15), 
Guliru, Syra, Balisa (Trio with Myrha): 
 
(German) (English) 
Terzett:  Trio: 
Kind! willst du ruhig schlafen,                             
folge meinem Brauch, und tändle,                        
wie mit Affen, mit den Männern auch;                 
neck' und foppe sie!  
    
Child! If you want to sleep soundly, 
Follow my custom, and flirt, 
As with monkeys, so too with men; 
Tease and trick them! 
Myrha: Myrha: 
Nur wenn die Triebe schlafen,                              
gilt es gleich viel dann,                                          
ob Vögel oder Affen,                                             
oder auch ein Mann,                                               
uns die Zeit vertreibt. 
 
Only when desire sleeps, 
Does it mean just as much, 
Whether a bird or a monkey, 
Or even a man, 
Steals our time. 
Terzett: Trio: 
Lass nicht dein Herz dir stehlen,                            
dieses ist nicht klug!                                               
Falsch sind die Männer-seelen,                               
tückisch voll Betrug,                                               
keiner tauget was!                
                                    
Don't let your heart be stolen, 
This is not wise! 
False are the souls of men, 
Treacherous and full of deception, 
They aren't good for anything! 
Myrha: Myrha: 
Die Männer können stehlen,                                
seid auch noch so klug,                                        
wir glauben ihre Seelen,                                        
frei von allem Trug,                                             
ach, so ging mir's auch.          
                               
Men can steal, 
You've got that right at least, 
We believe their souls, 
Free from all deceit, 
Oh, I thought so too. 
Terzett: Trio: 
Drum willst du ruhig schlafen,                           
höre Keinen an,                                                   
noch ärger als die Affen,                                        
fürcht' den besten Mann,                                     
jeder beisset dich!                            
                       
So if you want to sleep soundly, 
Don't listen to any of them, 
Even worse than monkeys, 
Fear the best of men, 
They'll all bite you! 
 




Lässt gleich ein Mann nicht schlafen,            
Liebt ihn doch das Herz!                                   
Und art'ger als der Affen,    
ist der Männer Scherz,                                       
Tändeln, Kuss und Spiel.                                   
 
While a man may keep you awake, 
The heart loves him still! 
And more gallant than monkeys, 
Men think it is a game, 
To flirt, to kiss, and to play. 
 
Alle: All: 
Doch ärger ist der Männer Scherz, 
Doch ärger als die Affen fürcht, 
den besten Mann, 
 
Tändeln, Tändeln, Kuss und Spiel, 
fürcht den besten Mann, 
 
Tändeln, Tändeln, Kuss und Spiel, 
Jeder, jeder, beisset dich,  
Doch ärger als die Affen fürcht, 
den besten Man. 
 
Jeder beisset dich, 
Nein, nein!  
Jeder beisset dich.  
But trouble is the men’s joke, 
But worse than the apes fear, 
The best man, 
 
To flirt, to flirt, to kiss, and to play, 
Fears the best man, 
 
To flirt, to flirt, to kiss and to play,  
Everyone, everyone, bite you, 
But worse than the ape fears, 
The best man. 
 
Everyone bites you, 
No, no! 
Everyone bites you. 
       The name of the opera Das unterbrochene Opferpest contains an ironic implication, translated 
as “the interrupted sacrificial festival.” The Opferfest is a type of four-day festival for the Islamic 
religion, which also called “sacrifice festival.” The interruption of such a festival would lead to the 
failure of its celebration, but the survival of the victim to be sacrificed. Perhaps this was part of 
the reason for the opera’s popularity in Vienna, as the Enlightenment-era European nations often 
held a sardonic view of those cultures viewed as unenlightened or savage. Additionally, the opera 
delivers a message of nationalistic pride, which is explicitly illustrated through Murney’s 






95 Cole, 307-308.  
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Murney’s monologue (no. 19, 1803 libretto): 
(German) (English) 
Mir grauet vor dem Tode nicht.  
Wenn selbst der Welten Achse bricht; 
Der Himmel Festen krachen –  
Nichts soll mich furcht sam machen.  
In grausen Sturm, in Ungewittern, 
Sah man mich niemals zittern.  
Fest stand im Schlachtgewühl mein Muth; - 
Er soll auch jezt nicht sinken.  
Mag immerhin der Tod mir winken, 
Ich folge ihm mit Kaltem Blut. –  
Was ist der Tod? – Nach einem Fieber 
Ein sanfter Schlaf, der uns erquickt.  
Der Thor erschrickt darüber; -  
Der Weuse ust entzückt.  
Ich will nicht wor him beben. 
Getrost ergreif’ ich seine Hand. 
Aus einem leidenvollen Leben 
Führt dieser Freund mich 
in ein bessres Land. – 
Lass Peru mich verdammen,  
Dass ich gerettet hab’.  
Der Leib find’t in den Flammen, 
Die Seele nicht, das Grab. 
Es schwingt sich nach den Leiden, 
Vom Irrdischen entkleid’t 
Der Geist zum Sitz der Freuden 
Und zur Unsterblichkeit.  
I do not shudder at death. 
Though the very axis of the world breaks 
[And] the firmament of heaven bursts – 
Nothing shall dishearten me.  
In fierce storm, in cloudburst,  
Never have I been seen to tremble.  
Firm stands my courage in the melee;  
It will not fail now.  
Though death still may beckon me, 
I follow it with calm. –  
What is death?   After a fever  
A gentle sleep which refreshes us.  
The fool is terrified at the thought; -  
The wise man is overjoyed.  
I will not quake before it.  
Confidently I grasp its hand.  
From a life full of suffering,  
This friend leads me 
to a better land. –  
Let [the] Peru that I have saved  
Condemn me.  
In the flames the body finds the grave,  
Not the soul.  
After suffering,  
Divested of the mortal,  
The spirit soars to the seat of joys 
And to immortality. 
 
 
3.2.2 Beethoven’s Lighthearted Variations and Similar Models 
With regard to Beethoven’s Seven Variations on Kind, willst du ruhig schlafen (WoO 75), 
Alfred Brendel pointed out, “Beethoven’s at times rather peculiar sense of humor disports itself 
quite freely here – as for instance in the delightful ‘Kind, willst du ruhig schlafen’ . . .”96 In 
observing Beethoven’s arrangements of Winter’s quartet, one can see that he modified a few 
details to correspond with the frolicsome intonation of the opera. For example, he adds a sf on the 
pickup note C, as if to match the sung accent on the word “Kind!” (Ex. 3.16) Like the Salieri 
variations, Beethoven’s arrangement shows a compact realization of the quartet’s theme.  
 
96 Brendel, “Musical Thoughts and Afterthoughts,” 17.  
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Through Vars. 1 and 2, Beethoven plays around with articulations and contrast dynamics to 
keep the melody from the quartet lighthearted. Var. 3 is full of Beethovenian sparkling, in which 
staccato notes alternate between the right and left hand. The caprice feeling is strengthened in the 
Var. 7 finale Allegro through a completely new style of melody: consecutive syncopation. Similar 
to an opera ensemble finale, the audience encounters two cadential sections in this variation. The 
first cadential passage (mm. 59-66) seems to leave a dancer to spin in the center of the stage and 
then leads to a contrapuntal section in string quartet style; the second cadential moment (mm. 140-
151) consists of a Beethovenian long trill sounding in the treble and two characters “talking” in 
syncopated rhythm, after which a typical orchestral style ending is heard, as in an opera buffa.  
       Written in the same year, the Andante of Beethoven’s Piano Sonata in G major (Op. 14 no. 2) 
shares similarities to the finale of the Winter variations. 97 The variation’s finale starts with a 
polonaise style in 3/4, which has a primarily homophonic texture in the first section. The melody 
transfers into the left hand with staccato chords alternatively in the right hand in the second section 
(mm. 41-54), not entirely dissimilar to the second variation of the Andante in the G major sonata, 
though with a far more jaunty character. (Ex. 3.17) When the melodic contour comes back to the 
right hand in m. 48, the syncopated melody again corresponds to the style of the third variation in 
the G major sonata’s Andante. (Ex. 3.18, 3.19) In addition, Beethoven makes a Haydnesque joke 
at the end of both pieces, with the sudden crash of ff following a figure in pp  and a rest. (Ex. 3.20, 
3.21) As Kinderman indicates, “Beethoven’s Andante and variations in C major provides a striking 
parallel to Haydn. . . the tension between the naive theme and its reinterpretation in syncopation is 
sustained until the very end of the coda, with Beethoven’s humorous intent confirmed once and 
for all in the surprising fortissimo outburst of the final chord!”98 In these variations, a strikingly 
 
97 Whiting, 325. 
98 Kinderman, Beethoven, 65.  
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similar effect is achieved: as the barely-harmonized theme dies down into pianissimo, Beethoven’s 
comical disposition is signaled in the last fortissimo on the final two chords.  
       The clever use of silence is another example of humor at the end of the finale, which is a 
typical Beethovenian device from his middle period. Unlike the mid-phrase silence from the 
Dittersdorf variation set, the prolonged silence is placed after the fortissimo chord: a whole 
measure rest with a fermata as the final measure. Beethoven is guiding the performer to hold his 
position at the keyboard, as if more material is to follow, but that material fails to appear, and the 
audience find themselves to have been played. Beethoven also employs this device in his famously 
humorous G major piano sonata (Op. 31 no. 1) at the end of both the Allegro vivace and Rondo, 
which confirms the cyclic intentions of the work. (Ex. 3.22) 
       Beethoven’s parody of the orchestral style in opera buffa can be found in both the G major 
sonata (Op. 31 no. 1) and the finale of the Winter variations. Var. 7, an orchestral tutti, takes place 
after a cadential trill (m. 151), which transforms into a jocular accompanying figure in m. 159. The 
comical character is not only attributed to the bouncing bass notes, but also the descending F major 
scale, and the chromatic scales up and down with frequent dynamics changes. (Ex. 3.23) Similarly, 
in the Allegro vivace of the G major sonata, the second thematic area features the style of opera 
buffa (mm. 66-107). (Ex. 3.24)  
       The Winter variation set also contains similar humorous character of the other variations. In 
Var. 3, if the eighth notes are leading the melodic line here, the repeated C in mm. 3-4 and mm. 
11-12 can be seen to foreshadow the thrice-stated B-flat in the Prometheus Variations (Op. 35). 
(Ex. 3.27) As in the Salieri variations, Beethoven uses the intentional wrong note comic device in 
Var. 4 (mm. 7-8), where the left hand sounds out of pace with the right hand, and this joke never 
appears again in the variations. The author believes that the strong dissonance from the clash 
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between A, B-flat and C with a sf, sounds as if the player has made an intentional mistake in order 
to arouse laughter. (Ex. 3.26)  
The Winter variations foreshadow Beethoven’s whimsical character in the E-flat major 
Piano Sonata Op. 31 no. 3. Beethoven varied two-note slurs in multiple ways to create a sense of 
a “bird chirping call” in the Allegro of the E-flat major sonata, a technique which is widely applied 
in the Winter variations. In m. 23 of Var. 1, Beethoven reverses the two-note slur pattern by placing 
melodic notes on the upbeat of each slur, which creates a sort of cumbersome syncopation. (Ex. 
3.25) In Var. 5, by using rhythmic diminution on two-note slurs, the last statement of the theme 
turns out to be a farce ending by employing diminution on two-note slurs in both hands. (Ex. 3.28)  
       Another similarity to the E-flat Major sonata (Op. 31 no. 3) is the detached articulation and 
repeated notes in Var. 3, which characterize this variation’s playful quality. The detached sound 
makes it difficult to identify any operatic (or even melodic) qualities, but Beethoven occasionally 
leads the melody back into the picture (m. 15-16). The humorous climax of this variation is 
presented in mm. 16-20: the variation appears to be assembling into one with a coherent melody 
up to the point of the fermata, but rather than indulging the listener in his expectation of the return 
of the theme, the melody appears in and out, every other measure. As a result, the audience has to 
fill in the other part in their imagination. (Ex. 3.27) This musical trick can be seen to have a literary 
analogue in Laurence Sterne’s The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman,99 where the 
author intentionally leaves information out (by utilizing interpolated blanks or asterisks, such as 




99 Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, ed. By James Aiken Work (New York: 
The Odyssey Press, 1940). 
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3.3 Eight Variations on Tändeln und scherzen WoO 76 (1799) 
According to Eruch Duda, Franz Xaver Süssmayr’s Soliman der Zweite was very popular after 
its premiere and was performed another nineteen times in the Kärntnertor Theater, twenty-four 
times in the National Theater, and fifteen times in the Theater an der Wien.  
It enjoyed further performances in the Theater in der Leopoldstadt in Vienna, in Baden 
near Vienna, in Salzburg, Prague, and Bremen. Remarkably, the performances in the theaters of 
Budapest, which at that time was still split into two cities, outnumbered those in the Viennese court 
theater with twenty-nine performances in Ofen and thirty-eight in Pest.100  
 
3.3.1 Franz Xaver Sűssmayr’s Soliman der Zweite 
Franz Xaver Süssmayr (1766-1803) studied with Mozart and subsequently worked for him as 
a copyist. He is now remembered primarily for completing Mozart’s Requiem K. 626. After 
Mozart’s death, he studied with Salieri, and he was appointed Kapellmeister of the newly re-
established National Singspiel at the Kärntnertor Theater in Vienna. Süssmayr gained fame as the 
composer of Der Spiegel von Arkadien, which is written in the style of Die Zauberflöte, and was 
commissioned by the librettist Schikaneder. Among his operas, Der Marktschreyer and Soliman 
der Zweite enjoyed the most performances according to historical records.  
The original musical score of Soliman der Zweite can be found in the Austrian National 
Library (Österreichischen Nationalbibliothek), and a vocal score reduction is available from the 
National Széchényi Library in Budapest. The libretto was written by Franz Xaver Huber, deriving 
from Charles-Simon Favart’s Soliman second, ou Les trois sultanes (Paris, 1761).101 Larry Wolff 
 
100 Erich Duda, “Mozart’s Pupil and Friend: Franz Xaver Süssmayr’s Sinfonia Turchesca, Il turco in italia, and 
Soliman der zweite,” from Ottoman Empire and European Theatre Vol. I: The Age of Mozart and Selim III (1756-
1808), (Hollitzer Verlag, 2013), 545-562. 
101 Erich Duda, 545-562. 
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indicates that the Ottoman Empire served as an important topic in musical theater and European 
literature. The earliest known piece with a Turkish setting was Tamburlaine the Great by 
Christopher Marlowe, written in the 1580s. Turkish culture fascinated opera librettists and 
composers. George Frederic Handel (1685-1759) wrote Tamerlano in 1724 as an opera seria in 
three acts that emphasizes how a barbarian can be civilized. Beginning in the 1730s, the comedic 
potential of the Ottoman Empire came into view: Joseph Haydn’s Lo speziale “involved elements 
of Turkish comedy,” which was based on a Venetian libretto by Carlo Goldoni’s Lugrezia Romana 
in Costantinopoli and was composed for the Carnival in Venice in the 1730s.102  
       In addition, there was another type of comic drama which focuses on the captive European 
woman in the role of civilizing a barbarian sultan. She prefers to stay with her lover but without 
impeding his power, who comically makes adjustments to his barbarian customs. The beautiful 
European woman uses her own captivity as an opportunity for reforming and even civilizing the 
Ottoman empire. In the domain of the French Opéra-Comique version, Les trios sultanes by 
Charles-Simon Favart, written in 1761, presents the Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent, the 
conqueror of a vast empire, as the lovesick entertainer of his captive French sultana. Favart’s 
comical setting achieved great success, having been performed all over the European continent in 
the late eighteenth century and translated into various languages, with the sultana’s nationality 
sometimes changed in order to appeal more to a local audience. The German adaptation that 
premiered in Hamburg was created by Rudolf Erich Raspe (1736-1794). In 1770, another 
adaptation with a German text by Karl Starke was produced in Vienna. During the Russian-Turkish 
war of 1768 to 1774, Gluck and Haydn composed comic operas in French and Italian versions of 
the same subject, Les Pèlerins de la Mecque and L’incontro improvviso (The unexpected 
 
102 Larry Wolff, The Singing Turk: Ottoman Power and Operatic Emotions on the European Stage from the Siege of 
Vienna to the Age of Napoleon (Stanford University Press, 2016).  
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encounter), respectively. In 1775, this turquerie-style piece traveled to London as The Sultan, or 
a Peep into the Seraglio.103 The reason for its popularity should be attributed to the continual 
European fascination with the setting of Turkish elements, or alla turca at the time. According to 
Wolff, the apex of production of turquerie is Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s Die Entfühung aus 
dem Serail, which is based on a libretto by Friedrich Bretzner and Gottlieb Stephanie the Younger, 
written in 1782. “The operatic triumph of the diva on the stage thus reflected a European triumph 
over the Ottoman empire, inflected as the political triumph of European liberty over Oriental 
despotism.”104 Additionally, the comedy of Turkishness can be seen as “a satire on European 
morals and institutions” from Gluck and Haydn, especially in light of the series of reforms by 
Emperor Joseph II and his mother, Maria Theresa.105  
When Süssmayr’s Soliman der Zweite, oder Die drei Sultaninnen was premiered at Vienna, 
the sultana was depicted as a German named Marianne. There are two other women in Süssmayr’s 
version competing for the sultan’s love: Elmire and Delia. Although Marianne sternly refuses to 
adapt to the Turkish cultural norms, the sultan admires her pride in her nation’s ideals and virtues, 
and finally claims her as his sultana. The Viennese performances perhaps inspired the young 
Beethoven to write a set of piano variations. In fact, the woman who performed the role of 
Marianne in Vienna, Magdalena Willmann Galvani, was from Bonn and had supposedly declined 
a marriage proposal from Beethoven.106  
Beethoven chose the playful trio Tändeln und scherzen, which is a response to an arietta 
sung by Marianne, as the theme of his keyboard variations. Süssmayr’s theme was originally 
labeled Tempo di Menuetto, but Beethoven changed it into Andante, quasi Allegretto in WoO 76. 
 
103 Wolff, Chapter 3.  
104 Wolff, 80.  
105 Wolff, 126.  
106 Wolff, 102.  
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Soliman der Zweite, oder Die drei Sultaninnen107 , 
Tändeln und scherzen (Flirting and Joking) (Ex. 3.31): 
 
(German) (English) 
Tändeln und scherzen, 
Kapert die Herzen, 
Folg deinem Triebe? 
Und dem Geschick? 
Willst du gefallen, 
Schmeichle nicht allen, 
Eine nur Liebe, 
Das bringet Glück. 
 
Eine giebt Freuden, 
Viele nur Leiden, 
Fünfhundert Frauen, 
Das führt zu weit. 
Liebe bescheiden, 
Denke bey Zeiten: 
Einer vertrauen,  
Bringt Seligkeit. 
 
Flirting and joking, 
Capture hearts, 
Do they follow your desires? 
And your skills? 
If you want to please, 
Don't sweet-talk everyone, 
Only one love, 
That brings happiness.  
 
One gives joy, 
Many only pain, 
Five hundred women, 
That goes too far. 
Love modestly, 
Think of the times: 
To trust one,  
Brings bliss. 
 
Observing the manuscript, this trio is written in two verses with different orchestral 
accompaniments. In the first verse, only the strings played pizzicato, and Marianne and Elmire 
sing the same melody. In the second verse, Süssmayr adds the oboe and other wind instruments 
and transfers the main melody to Elmire and Delia with Marianne singing counterpart to the 
melody. As a result, the reprise can be seen as a variation based on the first verse. Like the Righini 
variations (WoO 65), this variation-like feature perhaps sparked Beethoven’s interest to develop 





107 Franz Xaver Süßmayr and Charles Simon Favart, Soliman Der Zweite, Singspiel in two acts, 1803. There was no 







3.3.2 Humor in the Theme and Musical Form 
An unusual feature of Süssmayr’s theme are the fermatas, which are applied three times in four 
phrases – at the end of each phrase as a dividing line. Interestingly, the fermata separations form a 
diminution of the phrase structure (8+6+6+4), which misleads the listener about where the ending 
will lie. This hoax is similar to Haydn’s grand pause at the end of the String Quartet Op. 33 no. 2, 
where the audience is not sure when to applaud. (Ex. 3.32) Even though Süssmayr labeled the 
original aria Tempo di Menuetto, Beethoven labeled it Andante, quasi Allegretto in the theme of 
WoO 76. These fermatas play a significant role in Beethoven’s humor, which not only bring about 
a sense of formal ambiguity, but also correspond to the tempo marking’s ambiguity between 
Andante and Allegretto. 
Unlike in the Dittersdorf variations, Beethoven does not include all of the extended silence 
from Süssmayr’s theme. In order to create a sense of an exposition, he adapts just two fermatas in 
the first major variations (Vars. 1, 2, 3, 4) rather than following three fermatas of the theme. The 
minor variation, Var. 5, contains only one fermata in m. 14, which leads directly to Var. 6, as if 
the modulation to B-flat major is a continuation of the minor variation rather than a new variation 
entirely. This device strengthens the feeling of continuity. 
According to Uhde, Beethoven’s humor in the Süssmayr variations comes entirely from the 
musical form (in his words, “der Humor in der musikalischen Form selbst”).108  The overall 
structure of the variation set can be divided into three sections. The theme and Vars. 1-4 can be 
considered section 1, a quasi-exposition replete with motion. Section 2, Vars. 5-7, is a meditative, 
slow-moving section. Section 3, Var. 8, is a quasi-finale. In likening section 1 to the exposition in 
sonata form, Vars. 1 and 4, modelled similarly in F major arpeggios with perpetual motion, are the 
 
108 Uhde, 339.  
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principal theme, and Vars. 2 and 3, modeled as a caprice with a playful nature, are the second 
theme. If Var. 4 is viewed as a varied version of Var.1, it rounds off the first half of the work, 
completing the essential components of an exposition in sonata form.109 The unstable tonal area in 
Vars. 5 and 6 change from d minor to B-flat major, resembling a development section. The Adagio 
at the end of the finale recalls the serious trait in the minor Var. 5, whereas the fugato section of 
Var. 8 adapts the “scherzando” characteristics as in Vars. 2 and 3. Consequently, the last variation 
can be seen as the recapitulation, which features both a vivacious and a meditative character, 
drawing elements from both the exposition and development. Beethoven’s humor reaches beyond 
the context of the variations’ subject matter, as it is actually embedded in this cyclical form that 
imitates a sonata form in a very unobtrusive manner. 
As Uhde indicates, Vars. 2, 3, and 8 can be regarded as scherzando variations. In Italian, 
“Scherzando” means playfully, and in German, with the additional meaning “to joke or jest”. The 
unpredictable personality of the special articulations in Var. 2 supports the idea that Beethoven 
often injected his scherzi with the elements of surprise and humor.110 The eccentric and irregular 
character is shaped by the subtle changing of slurs. For example, the two-note slur is always located 
between the second and the third note of a triplet before the first fermata, whereas the slur figure 
transforms into a three-note slur after the first fermata (m. 14), which ties the first and second notes 
of the first triplet as well as the first note of the second triplet on beat 2. (Ex. 3.33) In addition, the 
two-note slur figure shifts to the left hand in Var. 3, which is a diminution of the theme. The 
harmonic progression in the right hand is static, which might relate to the typical caricature of 
 
109 Whiting. 339.  




barbarism in classical music (this aspect will be explored further in the next section “on alla turca 
style”). (Ex. 3.34)  
“Beethoven’s keyboard works of the 1790s include various pieces manifesting what Jean 
Paul described as the ‘annihilating or infinite idea of humor’ 
 in Haydn’s music, whereby ‘whole rows of tones are negated through others and in which an 
alternation storm through, between Pianissimo and Fortissimo, Presto and Andante.’”111 
Unpredictability contributes to the comic feeling in Var. 7, Adagio molto ed espressivo. The 
light-hearted theme is altered to become a serious character, which seems to be confined in a 
sentimental atmosphere. An audience may expect a bright resolution after the crescendo on the 
harmonically stagnant staccato repeated patterns beginning in m. 18 in the high register, but the 
piece lands on a B-flat trill in piano again. The listener may anticipate the final cadence after this 
trill but like in many of Beethoven’s piano sonatas and concertos, the trill rises in pitch (six times 
in this case), annihilating any semblance of seriousness at this point. (Ex. 3.35) The differentiated 
articulations and stationary harmony recall the formal ambiguity in the original theme’s tempo 
marking, Andante, quasi Allegretto. 
The use of different time signatures is noteworthy in Beethoven’s Scherzo movements. In the 
case of WoO 76, even though Vars. 2 and 3 are written in 3/8, Var. 8 is in 2/4. This is reminiscent 
of other duple meter Scherzi, such as the Allegretto vivace from the E-flat Piano Sonata Op. 31 no. 
3, the Allegro scherzando from the Piano Concerto in C Major Op. 15, and the Allegretto 
scherzando in the Eighth Symphony. All of them demonstrate a whimsical character through 
extreme dynamics contrast, off-beat accents, and staccatos. As the duple meter Scherzi are 
associated with such whimsy, the altered time signature from triple to duple meter in WoO 76 can 
be seen as a parody of Süssmayr’s theme. 
 
111 Kinderman, Beethoven: A Political Artist in Revolutionary Times (The University of Chicago Press, 2020), 50.  
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The fugato finale of WoO 76 can be seen as a harbinger of the “alla fuga” in the Prometheus 
variations. In Var. 8, Beethoven’s desire to continue the music seems insatiable after the 
development of the fugue, where he turns thematic material into a homophonic texture. As a result, 
more length is added to the coda. The cadence in mm. 92-93 does not lead back to the original 
theme, but it leads into an eleven-measure static turn figure in the left hand (mm. 94-104). Not 
only does this failure to resume the theme provide humor, but the outburst of fortissimo chords in 
the Adagio ending concludes the piece with a Haydnesque surprise. (Ex. 3.36)  
 
3.3.3 Classical Parody on the Alla Turca Style 
Favart’s Les trois sultanes, written in 1761, reflected a strong interest in Turkish scenes, 
costumes, and furnishings, which was often displayed in French Rococo art under the approval of 
Madame de Pompadour (1721-1764) in the 1750s. It would even be possible to interpret the drama 
as a satire on the influence of Madame Pompadour over Louis XV, as reflected in the relations of 
their Turkish analogues Roxelana and Suleiman.112 In the premiere, the ambitious Frenchwoman 
figure was played by Favart’s wife, Marie-Justine. According to Wolff, Favart’s comedy reflected 
upon Roxelana’s unprecedented elevation and her female political indulgence, a subject of major 
interest in the eighteenth century.113 In Favart’s version, Roxelana transforms into a comic heroine, 
whose good nature civilized the sultan.  
Political power and the roles and behaviors of men and women were deeply intertwined topics 
in late eighteenth-century depictions of the Orient.  
Although in instrumental music the connotation of the alla turca topos is always hyper 
masculine saber-rattling barbarism, in opera the venue for turquerie is almost always a seraglio – 
 
112 Wolff, 86.  
113 Wolff, 89.  
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ruled and guarded by men identified as Muslim and marked by janissary music, but inhabited by 
and centered on women.114  
Mozart’s Die Entführung aus dem Serail centers on the exotic allure of the Ottoman Empire, which 
includes lighthearted and comic Turkish music in a Westernized style. Mozart’s example in 
making use of Janissary instrumentation can be found in his opera when Suleiman is welcomed on 
stage by a Turkish march with a bass drum and cymbals.115  The colorful use of percussion 
instruments was often considered to be a “Turkish timbre,” especially the use of the cymbals, bass 
drum, tambourine, and Turkish crescent. A famous example of Beethoven’s parody of Turkish 
elements can be found in the B-flat 6/8 variation in the finale of the Ninth Symphony.  
The Turkish orchestration trivializes the hymn-like theme, and off-beat accents confirm 
their humorous effect at the hasty cadences. The unforgettable vividness of this scherzo section owes 
much to the Shakespearean juxtaposition of a comic military march with the solemnity of the grand 
parse on the words ‘und der Cherub steht vor Gott,’ immediately preceding it (the juxtaposition of 
key contributes substantially to this).116 
In addition, the janissary effect can be found not only in instrumentation, but also in melody 
and harmony. Even though there is no melodic figuration directly associated with the Turkish style, 
there are still figures that sound “Oriental” or represent “Turca-ism” in other ways. For instance, 
the repeated hopping thirds, turn figures and frequent neighbor-note patterns are typical melodic 
turquerie. Haydn’s overture from L’incontro improvviso and Mozart’s famous Alla Turca 
Allegretto feature these figures. From the harmonic perspective, the Alla Turca style is often quite 
static, retaining the same chords for several measures at a time. Sometimes, harmony is eschewed 
altogether in favor of unison writing, as in the opening measure of Glück’s aria Les hommes 
 
114 Mary Hunter, “The Alla Turca Style in the Late Eighteenth Century: Race and Gender in the Symphony and the 
Seraglio,” In The Exotic in Western Music, ed. Jonathan Bellman (Northeastern University Press, 1998), 44.  
115 Wolff, 102.  
116 Kinderman, Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations, 69.  
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pieusement, from his Singspiel Die Pilgrime von Mekka (the theme Unser dummer Pöbel meint 
was the subject of a variation set by Mozart).117  
The social and political implications of such moments may be that there is a certain safety 
or comfort in exoticization; once “the Turk” can be contained by means of a caricature, that 
caricature becomes a normalized or domesticated part of “civilized” discourse.118 
As in the Süssmayr variations, Beethoven’s sudden resort to a unison texture, unusual 
motivic repetitiveness and static harmonic progression can be viewed as the caricature of 
barbarism. In Var. 1, the sudden unison on staccato (mm. 15-16) brings the simple operatic tune 
into a parody of westernized turquerie. The static harmonic structure can be regarded as a travesty 
of an uncivilized empire, which is heard in the grotesque effect in the bass line of Var. 3 and in the 
juxtaposition between arpeggios in thirty-second notes and descending scales in sixteenth notes in 
Var. 4. Like Haydn, classical composers widely employ janissary-like rhythms related to the usul, 
a repeated rhythmic cycle, to shape the overall structure in Ottoman music. An outstanding 
example can be found in the finale of Mozart’s Piano Sonata K. 331. The repetitive materials and 
stagnant harmony suggest Mozart’s ironic imitation of Turkish music. The often repeated pattern 
with the same harmony in Beethoven’s Var. 7 (mm.19-23) and Var. 8 (mm. 31-40, mm, 94-110) 
follows the same style. Perhaps Beethoven, as a European, was inclined to mock the Ottoman 
Empire in the broader context of the political situation of the time. Of course, this context had a 
rich history especially in Vienna, reaching back to the Ottoman siege of the city in 1683, and one 
may recall that Mozart’s Entführung aus dem Serail was intended to mark the centennial 
commemoration of that event.119  
 
117 Hunter, 45-51. 
118 Hunter, 54.  
119 Wolff’s book, The Singing Turk: Ottoman Power and Operatic Emotions on the European Stage from the Siege 
of Vienna to the Age of Napoleon, discussed details about Joseph II’s political influence on music development in 
the late 18th and early 19th centuries.  
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CHAPTER 4: PIANO VARIATIONS ON THE THEMES FROM VIGANÒ’S BALLETS 
In Vienna, ballet gained popularity throughout the nineteenth century, and the city 
maintained a reputation as an important proving ground for ballet talent. Beethoven wrote three 
sets of piano variations based on ballet themes. Twelve Variations on Le Nozze Disturbate by 
Jakob Haibel (WoO 68), Twelve Variations on the Russian Dance from Das Waldmädchen by 
Paul Wranitzky and Joseph Kinsky (WoO 71), and Fifteen Variations on a theme from The 
Creatures of Prometheus (Op. 35), all of which were based on well-recognized ballets from the 
time, Prometheus being Beethoven’s own composition. Another variation set with a tangential 
relation to ballet music is the Eight Variations on Mich brennt ein heißes Fieber from Grétry’s 
opéra comique Richard Löwenherz (Richard Cœur-de-lion), which was reproduced as a ballet by 
Salvatore Viganò (1769-1821) in 1795. The talented dancers such as Viganò (who played as a 
leading role in Le Nozze Disturbate, Richard Löwenherz, and The Creatures of Prometheus) 
perhaps captured Beethoven’s attention and encouraged him to associate this genre with piano 
variations. Uhde suggests that three minor variations of the Wranitzky variations (WoO 71) are 
portraits of the ballerina, Maria Cassentini, who would go on to play a leading role in The 
Creatures of Prometheus in 1801.120 Beethoven dedicated WoO 71 to the Countess Browne, for 
which he received a handsome riding-horse as a gift. A funny anecdote surrounding Beethoven’s 
horse came to be known:  
He rode the animal a few times, soon after forgot all about it and, worse than that, its food 
also. His servant, who soon noticed this, began to hire out the horse for his own benefit and, in order 
not to attract the attention of Beethoven to the fact, for a long time withheld from him all bills for 
fodder. When Beethoven eventually received a hefty bill, he promptly sold the horse.121  
 
120 Unde, 299.  
121 Thayer-Forbes, 191.  
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The importance of Beethoven’s involvement with ballet is often overlooked. His repeated 
involvement with Viganò reminds us of the key role dance assumed in some of his variations, a 
genre to which he returned regularly during his first Vienna decade. Furthermore, the last of these 
variation projects connected to dance – his Prometheus Variations, Op. 35 – became, in turn, the 
springboard to his Eroica Symphony. The composition of the symphony began with the finale, a 
movement modeled on Op. 35 and based on the contradance stemming from the glorification of 
the heroic Titan Prometheus in the ballet.  
 
4.1 Twelve Variations on Menuett à la Viganò From Le Nozze Disturbate WoO 68 (1796) 
       Jakob Haibel (1762-1826), the composer of the ballet Le nozze disturbate, married Sophie 
Weber (1763-1846), Constanza Weber’s sister, which led him to become Mozart’s posthumous 
brother-in-law.  
 
4.1.1 Le Nozze disturbate or Die unterbrochene Hochzeit 
       In the theatrical life in Vienna, Johann Joseph Schikaneder (1751-1812) was an important 
figure, who was considered a skilled comic actor and successful theater director by the 1790s. 
Jakob Haibel joined Schikaneder’s company in Vienna around 1789, not only singing in tenor 
roles but also writing music for the theater. In 1795, Le nozze disturbate was completed as Haibel’s 
first work for Schikaneder, which was performed 39 times in Vienna. The manuscript of this ballet 
was lost, but it is known that Salvatore Viganò played a leading role in the work. The title of WoO 
68, “Menuett à la Viganò,” implies a friendship between Beethoven and the ballet master 
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Viganò.122 Also, the title might indicate that the theme portrays the renowned dance style invented 
by Viganò and his wife, Maria Medina. More consequentially for Beethoven, Viganò 
choreographed and premiered his Die Geschöpfe des Prometheus in 1801, and this renowned 
dance style of Viganò came to be known as new dramatic ballets (or choreodramas, as named by 
Count Carlo Ritorni). Stendhal regarded Viganò’s choreodramas as “the Romantic spirit in its 
highest degree”.123  
Despite the lack of an extant primary resource for the libretto of Le nozze disturbate, the 
first stage work of the same name was an opera buffa, a copy of which exists in the Newberry 
Library of Chicago.124 It was composed by Giovanni Paisiello (1740-1816) with a libretto by 
Gaetano Martinelli (fl.1764-1795) for the 1766 Carnival at Padua. As a disciple of Goldoni, the 
majority of the work from Martinelli’s early period was comic opera. From 1764 to 1766, he 
produced four successful libretti for opera buffa, Li rivali placate, II ratto della sposa, Lo spirit di 
contradisionem and Le nozze disturbate. Aside from Paisiello’s and Martinelli’s first edition, 
Johann Gottlieb Naumann (1741-1801) and Giovanni Bertati (1735-1815) also created a second 
opera version of Le nozze disturbate in 1773, which was named La villanella inconstante.125  
The story of Le nozze disturbate (Paisiello’s version in 1766) is about tangled love 
relationships between military men and their ladies. A main character is Cavalier Bonviso, first 
Constanza’s lover and then lover of the musical virtuoso Ersilla. Ersilla is the ex-lover of 
Lieutenant Sfaciamonte, but then falls in love with Bonviso. Constanza is the cousin of Lieutenant 
 
122 WoO 68, other explanations of this title: Vigano and his wife came to Vienna in 1793, and their dance style 
quickly became popular, so many products were nicknamed after them; another explanation was in honor of 
Vigano’s wife, who danced in Le nozze disturbate in 1795.  
123 Oxford Music Online, s. v. “Viganò, Salvatore,” by Friderica Derra De Moroda, revised by Monika Woitas, 
accessed October 21, 2021,  https://doi-org.proxy2.library.illinois.edu/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.29345.  
124 I am grateful that the librarian, Lisa Schoblasky of the Newberry Library provided an electronic version of the 
libretto.  
125 Richard Engländer, Johann Gottlieb Naumann als Opernkomponist, 1741-1801, (Leipzig: Druck und Verlag von 
Breikopf & Härtel, 1922), 140.  
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Sfaciamonte, who is Bonviso’s ex-lover. The connections form a comic circle. Giorgino, Ersilla’s 
brother and the lover of Ninetta, who is Ersilla’s landlady; and Baron Strinf, an eccentric German 
man. This complicated circular romance is reminiscent of the love story between the Weber sisters 
and Mozart. Mozart had fallen in love with Aloysia Weber (1759-1839) in Mannheim, but she 
rejected him later. Aloysia Weber married Joseph Lange (1751-1831) in 1780, and Mozart married 
her sister Constanza Weber in 1782. Still later in 1807, Jakob Haibel, the composer of Le nozze 
disturbate, married another Weber sister, Sophie, as referenced above. 
In Act 2, Lieutenant Sfaciamonte, who returns home to recruit for the army, makes 
Giorgino join. However, Giorgino accidentally shoots Bonviso, who was hiding outside Ersilla's 
apartment. Giorgino then flees and Bonviso is healed by Ersilla's magical tears. Even though 
Lieutenant Sfaciamonte wishes to execute Giorgino for fleeing his post, love and jealousy bring 
him to a different arrangement: the lieutenant instead asks for a promise of marriage with 
Giorgino’s ex-lover Ersilla in exchange for his life. Ersilla later dies from stress but comes back 
to life after the Lieutenant forgives Giorgino (another display of magic in the opera). In Act 3, the 
lieutenant and Baron Strinf force Bonviso to agree to marry Costanza at sword-point. Bonviso tells 
Ersilla that he agreed under threats to give her up, but he actually does not want to marry Constanza. 
Like all happy endings in opera buffa, Ersilla and Bonviso eventually get married and all celebrate 
for them.  
In the process of searching for the original score of Süssmayr’s Soliman Der Zweite at 
Musikasammlung der Österreichischen Nationalbibliothek, Dr. Andrea Harrandt helped the author 
locate a score of an arrangement of the minuet theme from Le nozze disturbate arranged by Johann 
Georg Albrechtsberger (1736-1809) under the pen name Johann Cappi, published in the 
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Musikalische Wochenblatt (1870-1910). (Ex. 4.1) 126 The title of this page, Das beliebte Pas de 
deux, provides further information about Haibel’s Le nozze disturbate. Pas de deux is a dance duet 
performed by a male and a female dancer in classical ballet, which first appeared in the early 18th 
century as opening acts of operas and ballets. In the performance, a couple would perform identical 
dance steps. In the late 18th century and early 19th century, a romantic pas de deux emerged that 
involved closer physical contact, with ballerinas dancing on their toes while holding their partners’ 
hands. The popularity of this emergent style played a significant part of Haibel’s grand ballet. The 
first edition of Beethoven’s variations (WoO 68) was published by the Artaria Company in Vienna. 
The frontmatter demonstrates that the type of dance is pas de deux.  
“Twelve Variazioni Per il Clavicembalo o Piano-Forte Sul Menuetto ballato dalla Sig 
Venturini e Sig Chechi nel Ballo delle Nozze disturbate del Sig Luigi van Beethoven. No. 3. In Vienna 
presso Artaria e Comp.”127 (Twelve Variations for Harpsichord or Pianoforte, Minuet danced by 
Sig Venturini and Sig Chechi in the ballet “Interrupted Wedding” by Mr. Luigi van Beethoven.)  
The intricacy of these male-female duets seems to be part of the comedy in Le nozze 
disturbate. Oliver Lange indicates that “the strictly classical pas de deux followed a fixed pattern: 
a supported adagio, a solo variation for the male dancer, a solo variation for the female dancer, 
and a coda in which both participants displayed their virtuosity.”128 This “supported adagio” 
originates from the close physical contact between the ballerina and her partner, which requires 
much skill, as the male dancer feel the female dancer’s movement, with some positions requiring 
him to lift her. In addition, the classical pas de deux involves hand holding between partners, which 
not only demonstrates an intimate relationship, but is also functional, keeping an equilibrium 
 
126 Johann Cappi Albrechtsberger, “Das Beliebte Pas Des Deux: Die unterbrochene Hochzeit,” Musikalische 
Wochenblatt, Dritter Jahrgang No. 32. (MS9438-qu.4°/2,32.) 
127 The Monthly Musical Record, Vol. 19, London: Augener & Co. (March 1, 1889): 52.  
128 Oliver Lange, Pas De Deux (New York: Seaview Books, 1982), Preface.  
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between the dancers.129 According to Robert Greskovic, Viganò and his wife Maria developed the 
pas de deux pantomime, in which the audience could appreciate Maria’s physical beauty.  
Drawing of these duets from the 1790s record a remarkable gestural language; they also 
document how far costume reform had come, especially with the fashion “revolution” in the wake 
of the French Revolution. Vigano’s own costumes appear of much lighter fabric and are more 
casually constructed, while Medina’s look was lighter still, cut along French Empire lines, in softer 
materials and uncorsetted waists. Both dancers wear softer, more flexible footwear, reminiscent of 
“barefoot” sandals.130  
Since music and movements are the language in ballet performance, the Viganò couple’s 
presentation in Le nozze disturbate would reveal to the audience the intimate love between their 
characters, Bonviso and Ersilla through intimate physical expressions, while also demonstrating 
awkward moments through funny and clumsy movements. 
 
4.1.2 Thematic Comparison Between Albrechtsberger and Beethoven 
Johann Georg Albrechtsberger (1736-1809) was considered the greatest organist in the 
world in his lifetime. In addition, he was the most sought-after pedagogue in Europe towards the 
end of his life, and Haydn regarded him as “the best teacher of composition among all present-day 
Viennese masters.” Beethoven studied with him in 1794-1795, and his teaching had a great 
influence on the Grosse Fuge (Op. 133).131   
The phrase structure differentiates the minuet themes of these two composers. Unlike 
Albrechtsberger, Beethoven only applies repetition in the second half. As a result, the total lengths 
 
129 Nicolai Serrebrenikov, The Art of Pas De Deux, trans. Joan Lawson (London: Dance Books LTD, 1978). 
130 Robert Greskovic, Ballet 101: A Complete Guide to Learning and Loving the Ballet (New York: Hyperion, 
1998), 27. 




of the theme are different. Albrechtsberger’s (8x2+12x2 measures) arrangement is longer than 
Beethoven’s (8+8x2 measures). Also, the accompanying figures are different. Beethoven breaks 
the primary chords in the left hand which consistently occupy half of each measure. 
Albrechtsberger employs octaves in quarter notes in the first half, turning to eighth-notes in Alberti 
style in the second half. As a result, Albrechtsberger’s version feels less active when compared 
with Beethoven’s. (Ex. 4.2) Despite different phrase structures and accompaniment styles, 
Beethoven and Albrechtsberger both follow the sforzando on the second beat – a musical feature 
from Haibel’s ballet.  
Comparing these two versions of the minuet may give a hint about Haibel’s lost manuscript. 
The Allegretto theme is unusual, which is labeled as a minuet in common time. According to Uhde, 
Viganò developed this special form of minuet in a straight line, which contains a pirouette at the 
end of each beat in 2/2, on the toes. Originally, each step group in the dance corresponds to two-
triple-beat (2 half-step and 2 full-step). This pattern moves in close association with a regular 
minuet, and can be seen roughly in Beethoven’s finale to the variation set.132 Since this quadruple 
meter minuet is a transformation based on a regular minuet, Beethoven brings back the real ¾ time 







132 Uhde, 267. “Merkwürdig berührt zunächst, daß hierein Menuett im 4/4-Takt erscheint. Ursprünglich entspricht 
bei diesem Tanz jede Schrittgruppe (2 Halbschritte und 2 Schritte auf den Fußspitzen) 2 Tripeltaken. Der berühmte 
Ballettmeister Vigano entwickelte nun diese Sonderform im geraden Takt. Daß sie mit dem regulären Menuett in 
engem Zusammenhang stand, kann man etwa an Beethovens finale in dieser Variationenreihe sehen.”  
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4.1.3 Josef Gelinek’s Variations on Menuett à la Viganò 
The popularity of Le Nozze Disturbate caught attention from different composers, such as 
Johan Heinrich Carl Bornhardt (1774-1843), Josef Gelinek (1758-1825), and Heinrich Louis 
Köhler (1820-1886) who wrote variations on the minuet theme. Of the aforementioned examples, 
only that of Gelinek was found by the author. (Ex. 4.3) 133  
Like Beethoven, Josef Gelinek studied counterpoint with Johann Georg Albrechtsberger 
and became popular as a pianist, piano teacher and composer (especially for variations). Most of 
his compositions are keyboard variations based on popular stage works and transcriptions of 
instrumental works, examples of which include his variations on operatic themes by Paisiello, 
Gluck and Salieri, as well as piano reductions of Haydn’s, Mozart’s and Beethoven’s symphonies. 
Gelinek was a longstanding rival of Beethoven. His piano variations on Haibel’s Le nozze 
disturbate were from 1811, composed fifteen years after Beethoven’s. Though his focus was on 
the variation form, Gelinek’s limited creativity and personal stubbornness was ridiculed by Carl 
Maria von Weber: 
To the famous variation-forger Gelinek: 
 
No theme on earth escaped your genius airy, 
The simplest one of all – yourself – you never vary.  
An den berühmten Variationen-Schmidt Gelinek. 
 Kein Thema in der Welt verschonte dein Genie, 
 Das simpelste allein—Dich selbst—variist Du nie.134 
 
 
133 Joseph Gelinek, VIII Variations: Pour le clavecin ou piano-forte, Sur le Menuet dansé oar M. lle Venturini dans 
le Ballet Le Nozze disturbate, Firenze, 1987.  
134 Kinderman, Beethoven: A Political Artist in Revolutionary Times (University of Chicago Press, 2020), 169-170. 
75 
 
Gelinek’s Eight Variations on Menuett à la Viganò are less convincing in comparison with 
Beethoven’s. First, Gelinek’s theme does not include the complete minuet, which is written in an 
imbalanced structure (4x2+8x2 measures). In addition, Alberti bass accompaniment is used 
throughout, which does not to associate well with a dance pulse. At the first glance, the left hand 
in the theme of Gelinek’s version seems similar to Beethoven’s; however, Beethoven’s writing 
actually contains five notes per measure in the left hand, which imitates another dancer’s steps. In 
other words, Beethoven not only follows the special accents of the minuet, but also affords the left 
hand a significant, as opposed to subsidiary, role. Gelinek is less interested in detailed dynamics 
(for example, sforzando on the second beat of each measure); whereas they are highlighted in 
Albrechtsberger’s and Beethoven’s versions. Gelinek’s writing of duple meter 2/2 not only reveals 
his lack of understanding of Viganò’s creative minuet, but probably shows his intention merely to 
compete in the realm of piano virtuosity and variation writing.  
The varied time signatures show Gelinek’s awkward meter modification in Var. 7. The 
change from cut-time to common time breaks the continuity between Var. 6 and 8. In addition, the 
canonic texture between the hands seems to imitate Beethoven’s finale (Var.12) in WoO 68, which 
suggests that Gelinek might have borrowed the idea of Beethoven’s octave imitative canon. (Ex. 
4.4) 
From the overall tonal plan of the variation, there is no contrasting minor variation in 
Gelinek’s set, whereas Beethoven includes two C minor variations (Vars. 4 and 7). A comment 
from a contemporary of Gelinek’s indicates that his music is characterized as being “without any 
special inner content.”135 In this variation set, Gelinek composed two variations in octaves (Vars. 
2 and 7), which seems redundant. Gelinek maybe showcasing his pianistic ability here in the finale, 
 




which include staccato on rapid-moving thirds and chords. However, even though there is a four 
voice texture in Var. 8, the variation still sounds homophonic due to the large use of doubling.  
 
4.1.4 Beethoven’s Humorous Variations Based on Viganò’s Comic Character 
The minuet theme from the ballet-pantomime instills humorous character into Beethoven’s 
piano variations. As Whiting mentions, the accent on a weak beat (the second beat of common 
time) is regarded as an extra beat from the dancer, 136  which creates a comic pause in the 
performance of pantomime. At the moment of the pause, performers normally give an extravagant 
gesture to entertain the audience. In addition, Beethoven highlights the close relationships between 
variations by designing the repetition in the second half with the last note ending on an eight note. 
Unlike other variation sets, in which the last phrase deserves a fermata or a rest at the end, there is 
no rest in this variation set, which implies restless or mechanical movements in the original ballet-
pantomime, and this presents a comically exaggerated image of ballet dancers.  
In their similarity to one of Jean Paul’s formulas for humor, “a felicitous blend of rapture 
and wit,”137 Beethoven’s variations exhibit capricious, lyrical and unpredictable qualities. The 
fermata on the dominant (m. 12) of the theme offers opportunity for a variety of comical 
improvisations in the later variations. In Var. 5, the fermata provides opportunity for pianistic 
improvisation on a G major scale. In Var. 6, it generates a melisma curving from D down to G. In 
Var. 11, based on a ninth chord on the fermata, liberty is taken in both tempo and articulation. The 
lyrical feature of this eight-note melody in the Adagio is reminiscent of a soprano’s operatic 
cadenza.  
 
136 Whiting, “one idiosyncratic feature of the tune is the accented second beat, presumably the extra step in Vigano’s 
common-time minuet,” 166.  
137 Richter, Horn of Oberon.  
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In addition to Beethoven’s unpredictable improvisation on the fermata, the major variation 
immediately following the minor variation can be regarded as a caricature of the preceding 
minor.138 The first minor variation (Var. 4) is full of dark and tragic drama, especially in the 
diminished seventh chords that clash with the sforzando on the upbeat of m. 10. The staccato 
articulation and absence of a strong beat in Var. 5 provide a playful manner in contrast to the dark 
tragedy of the previous C minor variation. In addition, a subito forte is heard on the initial upbeat 
figure at the end of each half, which ends this light variation with a weighty voice. A parallel 
scenario in Var.5 emerges, as if two enemies are trying to spot each other in the middle of the night, 
but cannot see through the darkness. They walk by each other, with only the audience knowing 
how close they are. However, they encounter each other by slamming into one other, creating a 
loud collision (forte ending). (Ex. 4.5) 
The second minor variation (Var. 7) is a serious march featuring sharp dotted rhythms. The 
upbeat quaver in the somber march has been modified into a flowing figure in Var. 8. Interestingly, 
this variation is the only one with repetition in both sections. It can be seen as a caricature of the 
dotted rhythm, which can be heard either sharp or smooth in Beethoven’s hands. (Ex. 4.6) 
Accordingly, those minor variations provide contrast of characters, which plays an essential part 
in musical humor.  
The clownish tone in Var. 10 starts with quick changes in location of the right hand. The 
instant contrast of registers on the fortepiano would sound funnier than on the modern piano, due 
to the less even timbre between registers of the fortepiano, and possibly a different temperament. 
A cross-relation happens on the last beat of m. 10, in which the C-sharp in the left hand almost 
overlaps with the C-natural in the right hand. The incongruity is created by the clash of C against 
 
138 Whiting, 168.  
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C-sharp, as well as the outstanding F-natural accompanying the thrice occurring F-sharp in the G 
major ascending scales. In addition, the wide leaps of three octaves increase the intensity of the 
effect of buffoonery, even becoming awkward to an extent. The cross-hand technique is developed 
to extremes in mm. 9-10, where everything in both hands is in sixteenth notes, leaving no time for 
an accurate jump between the top G down to low G across three octaves. The choreography of 
Haibel’s work was probably rife with farces and the burlesque, with dancers running and jumping 
around the stage. (Ex. 4.7) 
At the end of the Haibel variations, Beethoven engages in buffoonery in the form of 
incongruity in the finale. As Bonds indicates, irony is able to generate confusion and a consequent 
sense of incomprehensibility (such as in the coda of Beethoven’s string quartet in F minor Op. 
95).139 In the finale of WoO 68, the time signature is changed to the real (expected) triple meter 
for the minuet, which comically still matches with the pulse of previous theme and variations. The 
weak beats are stressed to a humorous effect under the new time signature. As Whiting indicates, 
“the theme melody does return in the final Allegro, with the humorous twist that the change of 
meter common to the last variations here reinstates the proper meter for a minuet.”140 From the 
title “Menuett à la Viganò,” Beethoven is perhaps responding as if this is not a real minuet. 
Afterwards, the piece progresses towards the Allegro in 3/4 in Var. 12, correcting the real minuet 
meter.  
Beethoven wrote two canons at the beginning section, played with varied locations of the 
sforzandi to add ironic parody. “Vigano’s extra step, the accented second beat, is transformed into 
a sforzando syncopation, the wry effect of which is compounded when the first phrase is repeated 
 
139 Mark Evan Bonds, “Irony and Incomprehensibility: Beethoven’s “Serioso” String Quartet in F Minor, Op. 95, 
and the Path to the Late Style,” Journal of the American Musicological Society Vol. 70 No. 2 (2017 Summer): 286.  
140 Whiting, 171.  
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forte in quasi-canonic imitation.”141 The canon is intensified by Beethoven’s pianistic virtuosity, 
in which both hands always land on a sforzando at a different time. This parody of the main theme 
is exaggerated by rapid motion in contrary motion octaves. It is reminiscent of Var. 19 of the 
Righini variations (WoO 65), which also employ a humorous canon in octaves. (Ex. 4.4) 
At the moment when listeners expect the recapitulation, yet another passage rife with 
buffoonery is heard. Beethoven closes the variations in a most unusual manner, building suspense 
with three cadential trills that only stifle the gusto with a brief pianissimo Adagio as the closing. 
Surely a puzzled audience would raise eyebrows at three invitations to a conventional ending that 
each fail to make the mark. The unwillingness to engage with a cheerful resolution transfers an 
ebullient character to a gentle and quiet (and even graceful) one.142 More importantly, the common 
time returns in the Adagio with the emphasis on the three beats in quarter note and three beats in 
eighth note in each measure, which amusingly brings back Viganò’s minuet in quadruple steps. 
(Ex. 4.8) The obsessively comic effect derives from the reversed motif of the theme surreptitiously 
interrupting the dance, repeating once more before closing. The pianissimo ending with the rising 
fourth and final repeated Cs, is sly understatement by Beethoven. In the final Adagio, it seems to 
imply not only a reminiscence of the original Viganò theme, but also a single confused dancer left 







141 Whiting, 171.  
142 My editor, John Andrew Krol, has claimed the lilting theme is almost as if the entire cast was supposed to exit the 
stage, leaving a single confused dancer, who then must prance away, embarrassed that he missed the cue.  
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4.2 Variations and Fugue on Prometheus Op. 35 (1802) 
Charles Rosen identified a quintessential comic feature in Beethoven’s Eroica (or 
Prometheus) Variations in The Classical Style: “The bass alone makes a theme that is bare to the 
point of being grossly humorous, and nothing is more typical of Beethoven’s comedy than his 
insistence on it.”143 
 
4.2.1 The Relatives of Op. 35 
In a letter (Oct. 18, 1802) to Breitkoft & Hӓrtel, Beethoven wrote:  
Usually I have to wait for other people to tell me when I have new ideas, because I never 
know this myself. But this time – I myself can assure you that in both these works the method is 
quite new so far as I am concerned.144  
To many, this “new method” appears quite a parallel to Haydn’s own description of a “new and 
special way” (neu, gantz besonderer Art) regarding his quartet of 1781 (Op. 33),145 which includes 
another renowned masterpiece in reference to musical humor. As Hans-Werner Küthen has 
observed, Beethoven’s declaration of the innovative quality of his Opp. 34 and 35 variations was 
due to his dissatisfaction with a recent publication by Anton Reicha, whose publication claimed 
“a new method of writing fugues.”146 Kinderman indicates that this “new” path was not entirely 
new for Beethoven, especially observing the deep continuities with his earlier and later works. 
Beethoven’s probable intention was inviting the public to take notice of his ironic reaction (and, 
in this author’s opinion, mocking) to Reicha’s fugues. 
 
143 Charles Rosen, The Classical Style (W. W. Norton & Company, 1997), 437.  
144 Emily Anderson, trans., The Letters of Beethoven (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc, 1961), 76-77.  
145 Joseph Haydn: Gesammelte Briefe und Aufzeichnungen, ed. D. Bartha (Kassel: Bӓrenreiter), 106-7. 
146 Kinderman, Beethoven, 61.  
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Even though the Op. 35 set is widely recognized by the public as the “Eroica” variations, 
in relation to the third symphony, it should really be more closely associated with its predecessor, 
The Creatures of Prometheus (Op. 43). In the letter to Breitkopf & Härtel in June 1803, Beethoven 
asked to change the title page of the already printed variations because it had not been noted that 
the theme was taken from the Prometheus. Beethoven therefore more associated the Fifteen 
Variations and Fugue Op. 35 with the Greek mythological figure rather than “Eroica,” the concept 
of heroism.147  
 
Predecessors of Op. 35: Clementi’s Piano Sonata Op. 7 No. 3 and Eight Variations on 
Tändeln und scherzen WoO 76 
One possible inspiration of the Prometheus theme can be found in Muzio Clementi’s Piano 
Sonata in G minor Op. 7 no. 3, written in 1782, which must have been known to Beethoven when 
he was in Bonn. Perhaps because Beethoven thought highly of Clementi’s sonatas, he was 
influenced by Clementi’s pianistic and thematic style. Alexander Ringer posits that Beethoven’s 
Op.28 Piano Sonata owes its unifying idea and over-all harmonic scheme to Clementi’s Op. 40 no. 
3. The “Waldstein” Sonata Op. 53 shows signs of influence by Clementi’s sonatas in C major Op. 
34 no. 1, and Op. 36 no. 3.148  
Clementi’s Allegro con spirito in the G minor sonata (Op. 7 no. 3) can be considered the 
initial inspiration for Beethoven’s Prometheus/Eroica theme. The phrase contour of the first theme 
(mm. 1-16) in Clementi’s sonata is almost identical to the first half (8 measures with repetition) of 
the theme in the Prometheus finale. (Ex. 4.9) A noticeable feature of the Prometheus theme is the 
thrice-repeated B-flat (from the dominant seventh chord), which is presented multiple times in 
 
147 Letter of Beethoven to Breitkopf & Härtel of June 1803 (kalischer, 1:118), quoted from Floros, 52.  
148 Alexander L. Ringer, “Clementi and the Eroica,” The Music Quarterly V. 47 no. 4 (1961 Oct.): 454-468.  
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Clementi’s Allegro con spirito. In mm. 43-44 and 51-52 of Clementi, these repeated octaves (part 
of the second theme) sound like an augmentation of the three grotesque, unaccompanied B-flats 
written by Beethoven. (Ex. 4.10) In Clementi’s development section, when the proto-Prometheus 
contredanse theme transfers into the middle section in B-flat, it leads then to E-flat major, the key 
signature of Beethoven’s Op. 35 and the Eroica Symphony. (Ex. 4.11) 
An additional precursor to Op. 35 proposed by Glenn Stanley is the Süssmayr Variations 
(WoO 76).149 He argues that both themes begin with an eight-measure first period which ends on 
dominant V, the only difference being that the theme of Op. 35 takes the repetition each time. In 
addition, Stanley points out that both WoO 76 and Op. 35 contain a fermata over the dominant 
harmony right before the final cadence. (Ex. 3.32) Unlike the three fermatas in the Süssmayr 
variations, Beethoven applies only one fermata in Op. 35. However, if one considers that there are 
five sections in Introduzione col Basso del Tema of Op. 35, Beethoven actually employs five 
fermatas on the dominant (seventh) in the thematic introduction. (Ex. 4.12) In addition, the 
Süssmayr variations foreshadow the repeated B-flat in the second half of Op. 35. The thrice-stated 
C appears in the theme (the left hand in m. 19) for the first time and is developed in the following 
variations.  
In Var. 1 of WoO 76, Beethoven highlights the staccato articulation on F-chords and G-
chords repeated three times in mm. 15-16 and mm. 21-22. (Ex. 4.13) In Var. 6 of WoO 76, the 
three F octaves contain an added fermata on the last F in the left hand. (Ex. 4.14) Moreover, the 
paired Vars. 7 and 8 of WoO 76 share similar tempo markings and texture configurations with Var. 
 
149 Glenn Stanley, “The “wirklich gantz neue Manier” and the Path to It: Beethoven’s Variations for Piano, 1783-




15 and the fugue finale of Op. 35.150 Both sets follow the slow – fast pattern in the last two 
variations (Var. 15 and the fugue of Op. 35 are labeled Largo – Allegro con brio, and Vars. 7-8 of 
WoO 76 are marked Adagio molto ed espressivo – Allegro vivace). Finally, the fugal writing in 
both Allegro finales corresponds with Beethoven’s penchant for parody when using contrapuntal 
texture. As such, both sets can be perceived as a logical continuation in variation writing.  
 
Direct Relatives of Op. 35: The Creatures of Prometheus (Op. 43) and 12 Contredanses 
(WoO 14) 
The Creatures of Prometheus (Op. 43) was Beethoven’s first major stage work, and was 
performed twenty-eight times after its premiere in March 1801.151 The finale was one of the most 
recognizable numbers in Prometheus, which followed a popular style – a contredanse (or Country 
Dance), like Mozart’s Non più andrai from The Marriage of Figaro. In 1791, Beethoven arranged 
the Prometheus finale’s primary theme and one of its developmental episodes as separate 
contredanses (WoO 14 nos. 7 and 11) for the following winter season in Vienna. In WoO 14, 
Beethoven modified the presentation of the melody slightly. The tempo marking in WoO 14 is 
Allegretto, in contrast with the Allegretto vivace in Op. 35, later transformed to Allegro molto in 
the Eroica symphony. Beethoven’s extensive use of this contredanse in E-flat major is associated 
with the glorification of Prometheus in The Creatures of Prometheus. The Op. 35 piano variations 
and the Third Symphony have motivic similarities, as they both draw from the character of the 
Prometheus contredanse theme as well as plot elements from the ballet (such as Prometheus’ death 
and revival).  
 
150 This part of analysis is indebted to Glenn Stanley’s “The “wirklich gantz neue Manier” and the Path to It: 
Beethoven’s Variations for Piano, 1783-1802.”  
151 Kinderman, Beethoven, 94.  
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After Op. 35 - The Eroica Symphony 
The genesis of the Eroica Symphony is tied to The Creatures of Prometheus and the Op. 
35 Piano Variations. Noticeably, the symphony owes more to the ballet music than has often been 
recognized, which embodies an achievement of Promethean stature.152  Op. 35, or rather, the 
Prometheus Variations, served as a springboard for the finale of the Eroica Symphony, itself a 
variation movement. Op. 35 is introduced by four statements from the bass, each of which sounds 
an octave higher than the previous. A similar introduction exists in the Finale of the Eroica 
symphony. First, the grotesque, unaccompanied bass is presented in the strings, played pizzicato, 
with the three B-flats emphasized twice by strings and winds successively. Like the section A due 
in Op. 35, the bass theme transfers into the second violins with counter melodies from the first 
violins and celli. Then, similar to the A tre in Op. 35, the theme is played by the first violins, and 
counter melodies circulate up and down between the second violins, violas and celli. Even though 
there is no analogue in the finale of the Eroica Symphony to the A quattro of Op. 35, the fully 
orchestrated presentations of the theme in the symphony are almost identical to those of Op. 35, 
especially in the theme’s return to the bottom voice before the final coda.  
In addition, Constantin Floros’s Beethovens Eroica und Prometheus-Musik demonstrates 
the substantial relationship between the Prometheus ballet and the third symphony. For example, 
the “Tragica scena” (no. 9) depicts a dead Prometheus, and “Giuocosa scena” (no. 10) depicts his 





152 Kinderman, 95.  
153 Constantin Floros, Beethoven’s Eroica, trans. By Ernest Bernhardt-Kabisch (Peter lang GmbH, 2013). 
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4.2.2 The Creatures of Prometheus Op. 43 
Although the choreography was lost, the availability of Carlo Ritorni’s Italian text on The 
Creatures of Prometheus has been recorded in Constantin Floros’s study of the work. According 
to Floros, Salvatore Viganò’s production deviated considerably from the commonly known Greek 
mythology. In this version, Prometheus, a rebellious Titan, revolts against the rule of Zeus. After 
forming the first man and woman from clay, Prometheus steals the “heavenly torch” in order to 
bring life to them. However, he is unable to instill them with reason and feeling. As a result, 
Prometheus leads his creations to learn reason and feeling from the gods at Mt. Parnassus. The 
instruction begins with flute and dance performances by Euterpe and Terpsichore. Dionysus, a 
visitor to Parnassus, presents a heroic dance. The muse of chorus, Melpomene, and the muse of 
comedy, Thalia, acquaint Prometheus’s children with the art of tragedy and comedy. Prometheus’ 
creations learn to weep as he is killed to represent tragedy. Later, comedy is demonstrated by 
Thalia, who indicates that Prometheus was not killed, and he is restored to life by Pan. After 
receiving these lessons, the children of Prometheus are able to understand arts and science, and 
become aware of different feelings, especially their love for their father.154 
Prometheus is depicted as a hero in this work, the Titan who creates mankind and refines 
humanity by instilling in them the knowledge of art and science, and who elevates them with a 
moral sense. Like the conjugal love in Fidelio, or the strength of moral self-conquest in Coriolanus, 
for Beethoven, a hero always should have been exceptional in the moral sense. The notion of the 
hero was widely imbued into the genre of ballet at the end of the eighteenth century (for instance, 
in the heroic-pantomimic ballet adaptation of Grétry’s Richard Cœur de Lion and Antonio 
 
154 Constantin Floros, Beethoven’s Eroica, trans. by Ernest Bernhardt-Kabisch (Peter Lang GmbH, 2013), 26-27.  
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Muzzarelli’s heroic-tragic ballet, Die Verbrennung und Zerstörung155), a notion which was clearly 
evocative to Beethoven. Floros proposes that the term Eroica can refer not only to Beethoven’s 
own conception of heroism in music, but also to the genre of heroic operas and ballets in the 
eighteenth century in general.156  
Viganò’s production of Prometheus incorporates not only tragic and comic dance in the 
performance, but also pastoral and heroic dance. The comic dance in the ballet is performed by 
Pan and his followers, who are a group of comical fauns. According to Ritorni’s description of nos. 
10-16 in the ballet: “Thalia ends the mourning by a playful, jocular scene. She holds her mask to 
the faces of the weeping children, while Pan, at the head of his Fauns, who perform a comic dance, 
recalls the dead Titan to life, thus bringing the piece to its conclusion with festive dances.”157 
Ritorni indicates that the dance of Pan’s fauns is in a comic manner (comicamente danzanti), which 
is assumed to correspond to no. 13, terzettino of the grotteschi of The Creatures of Prometheus. 
The grotesque dance constituted a genre of its own in Viennese ballet pantomime of the eighteenth-
century, and Pan and his entourage of fauns were especially favorite figures. Thus, the eccentric 
characteristic in the bass line of Op. 35 was probably also associated with this comic dance. The 
dance no. 13, terzettino of the grotteschi, is written in duple meter and in a major key, but the 
rondo-like structure is somewhat incomprehensible [A-B-A-C-D-E-B-Coda(A1)]. The A section 
features broken octave staccatos, which is somewhat like the rustic character in the left hand of 
the D major Musette from J. S. Bach’s Noten-Büchlein vor Anna Magdalena. This movement is 







156 This concept analysis is indebted to Floros’s study on the theme of the Eroica Symphony.  
157 Floros, 34.  
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which features Turkish music and the principle of incoherence in music writing. (Ex. 4.15) The 
incomprehensible nature of the form and simplistic structure of the music suggests that Beethoven 
probably intended to depict that the fauns have no rational system of music. This is supported by 
the harmonies, the vast majority of which appear in root position, and the prevalence of melodic 
lines in unison.  
The finale of The Creatures of Prometheus acts as a ceremonious scene in honor of a hero. 
The fugue section is a merrily playful movement, a celebration of human beings. The high spirit 
of this theme was, of course, further explored in the Fifteen Variations and Fugue Op. 35.  
 
4.2.3 The Grotesque Character of The Bass Line and Its Evolution 
According to Jean Paul, “Humor raises the Small with irony, but then sets the Great beside 
the Small. Humor thus annihilates both Great and Small, because before infinity everything is 
equal and nothing.”158 The bass line of Beethoven’s Op. 35 can be recognized as an embodiment 
of the Small in Jean Paul’s notion, which is countered with the Great in the form of Beethoven’s 
comic transformations and eventually, the finale of the Eroica Symphony. The humor of the theme 
in Op. 35 is enhanced by drastic contrast in dynamics (such as the excessive and obsessive switch 
between pianissimo and fortissimo) and the use of silence. As Brendel indicates in his essay, “there 
are three comic elements in the theme: the bass itself plays a significant role of the whole theme; 
the irregular rests around the fortissimo B-flats; and the following B-flat, marked piano.”159 The 
bass alone is heard in an awkward and stiff quality, which is suggestive of the crude, proto-human 
clay figures, “who have yet to experience an awareness of creativity or any appreciation of the 
 
158 Jean Paul Richter, 88.  
159 Brendel, “Must Classical Music be Entirely Serious?” In Alfred Brendel On Music: Collected Essays (London: 
JR Books), 27. 
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actions and sacrifices of Prometheus on their behalf,”160 or who perhaps are taking their first steps 
after having been given life. The proto-human figures in the ballet are very awkward, even after 
Prometheus burns a heart into each of them. Only gradually do they display feeling and 
understanding, as well as gratitude to their creator, Prometheus. By then stripping down this 
preexisting contradance theme to just the bass-line, Beethoven accomplishes two things: first, he 
seems to allude to the awkwardness of the original figures in the allegorical ballet, before these 
figures evolve into full-fleshed humans; second, the fragmentary (and rather grotesque) bassline 
with striking contrast serves as the starting-point for a long chain of creative transformations, 
thereby becoming a metaphor or symbol of creativity expressed through music.  
As we have explored earlier, Haydn and Beethoven both used silence to elicit surprise 
laughter. In the unaccompanied bass theme, the humor in the first silence draws attention from the 
audience, who would receive the reiterated fortissimo B-flat before noticing the second silence. As 
Kinderman indicates, “Opening with the basso del tema enables Beethoven to emphasize its comic 
aspects, particularly the three fortissimo B-flat octaves in its second half, which are surrounded by 
rests, creating a humor of expressive silence. ”161  
The varied appearances of one musical idea resemble the humorous expression and 
performance of opera buffa. The thrice-stated fortissimo B-flat appears in different disguises, 
occasionally appearing as a hysterical scream resembling its original form. Even though the 
listener is aware that these B-flats are present in each variation, the repeated, undisguised 
fortissimo form can only be found in three variations. After basso del tema, it comes back to make 
loud strokes in Var. 2, then transfers into vibrating grunts in Var.6. Later, it transforms into three 
 
160 Kinderman, “Beethoven at Heiligenstadt in 1802: Deconstruction, Integration, and Creativity,” In The New 
Beethoven: Evolution, Analysis, Interpretation, edited by Jeremy Yudkin (University of Rochester Press, 2020).  
161 Kinderman, Beethoven (2nd edition), 88.  
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C-flats in Var. 10 after appearing as a pedal tone for three quarters of Var.9. Beethoven’s genius 
focuses not only on employing different variation techniques but also on constantly evolving the 
figuration of key elements of the theme. The repeated B-flats are annihilated into piano dynamics 
without accents in Vars. 1, 5, 8, and 11. Interestingly, all these B-flats occur earlier than they 
should were they to follow the basso del tema exactly (the second measure of the second half). 
One may liken the repeated B-flats to a leading comic character in a show, whose earlier funny 
joke or behavior is referenced more subtly later one, perhaps in a mischievous manner. In other 
words, this character builds his routine on a joke he made at the beginning, sneaking it into later 
“bits” to reward the more observant audience member. 
The comic transformation in Var. 3 begins with a detached articulation on repeated chords, 
which may remind the modern listener of an entertaining scene in a slapstick cartoon such as Tom 
and Jerry. Beethoven might have had different instrumentation (trumpets, horns, bassoons and 
timpani) in his mind in writing this, which corresponds to this variation’s exaggerated tone color 
from the contrasting registers.  The moment of silence in the bass now is filled with one sforzando 
strike on a low B-flat, which seems to battle with the E-flat chord after the fermata. The dynamics 
add up to fortissimo on nine strikes of the chord progression (V-I, which is derived from the 
grotesque bass), a dynamic pattern Beethoven had not used on the fortepiano ever before.162 One 
could imagine his feeling of triumph accompanied by a cunning smile when he would play the six 
repeated E-flat major chords in fortissimo, the same chord at the beginning of Var. 3. (Ex. 4.16) 
The contrapuntal joke in Var. 7 is reminiscent of two clarinets playing a canon, and the 
title Canone all’ottava is the same as Var. 24 in J. S. Bach’s Goldberg Variations. The humor 
derives from the relationship between the sublime and the ridiculous. As Thomas Paine indicates: 
 
162 In Op. 35, this is the first time Beethoven uses two fortissimo markings consecutively, which may suggest 
increasing volume.  
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“The sublime and the ridiculous are often so nearly related, that it is difficult to class them 
separately. One step above the sublime, make the ridiculous; and one step above the ridiculous, 
makes the sublime again.”163 Beethoven reverses the first two-note gesture of the original bass (E-
flat to B-flat is reversed to B-flat to E-flat) in the first measure, which seems to be a first attempt 
to ridicule his own theme before the fugal finale. The dominant seventh chords now occupy the 
place originally filled with silence, and the clash between A-flat and B-flat in the low register 
suddenly throws out the learned style in the first half. The crafty canon returns after the fermata, 
in contrast with the almost barbarian repeated fortissimo dissonance. (Ex. 4.17) 
In addition, Beethoven employs direct parodies of the bass theme in five consecutive 
variations (Vars. 9-13). According to Uhde, Vars. 9 and 10 can be regarded as a pair in this set, 
especially since both contain a B-flat pedal tone in the left hand. First, the grotesque theme is 
transformed into appoggiaturas in the left hand in Var. 9, which turned the important cue into a 
triviality. This virtuosic variation, especially with its staccato thirds, is amusingly interpreted as a 
“fluttering, excited chicken” by Uhde.164 If one were to orchestrate this variation, the low register 
would be played by the double bass, where the timpani would clash with the grace notes to 
emphasize the theme, and the top staccato in double thirds, fourths, sixths and octaves would be 
played by woodwinds. (Ex. 4.18) In Var. 10, Beethoven shifts the thrice-stated B-flats into three 
C-flats (a half step higher) for the first time. It oscillates between B-flat and C-flat as a trill figure 
in m. 9, and then oddly lands on C-flat (B-natural), perhaps eliciting laughter from the listener 
(especially one with perfect pitch). The impression of the wrong key provides a detour in the 
harmonic progression, which seems to imitate an out-of-tune band. (Ex. 4.19) The new melody in 
 
163 Thomas Paine, The Age of Reason (1794), quote from Kinderman’s Beethoven: A Political Artist in 
Revolutionary Times, 49.  
164 Uhde, 368. “Dazu flattern rechts die Staccato-Terzen wie aufgeregte Hühner. Als Beitrag zu Beethovens 
musikalischem Humor liesse sich diese virtuose Variation deuten.” 
91 
 
Var. 11 is formed by three elements: a delicate turn figure, three repeated notes on small steps, and 
a flirtatious gesture on the upbeat. When the turn figure transfers from three sixteenth notes into 
three thirty-second ornamental notes, the character of music is changed from gracious to one of 
ridicule. At the beginning of the second half, we do not see the “hysterical shrieks” of the fortissimo 
B-flats, but instead, they appear in pianissimo. This tiptoeing or whispering moment seems to be 
an inheritance of Haydn’s eccentricity, whose obsession with extended repetitions of the same soft 
chord seem to almost say, “Shhhh.” These subtle changes show Beethoven’s naughtiness, as the 
turn figure could amaze the audience by making the music exit the stage abruptly, leaving a 
poignant question mark at the end of the variation. (Ex. 4.20) Vars. 12 and 13 can be seen as 
another pair in this set, both of which are in a “scherzando” character, and both are highly virtuosic. 
If Var. 12 is an etude in thirds and octaves in both hands, then Var. 13 is an exercise in large leaps. 
The parody of the theme is escalated through these two movements. In Var. 12, the B-flat in 
fortissimo lands funnily on the upbeat at the end, which not only breaks the pair grouping from 
previous measures, but also brings an odd accent to disturb the pattern. (Ex. 4.21) The burlesque 
nature is exaggerated in the tutti style of Var. 13, in which the comic character is prominent in the 
registral contrast between the wide leaps. The originally simple and empty theme is filled with 
numerous notes, and the image changes from a lonely dancer to a busy orchestra and a full stage. 
In addition, the trick of blurring the real meter, another Haydnesque hallmark, is now employed in 
these variations, specifically, in that 2/4 now sounds like 6/8. The cheerful effect of this variation 
foreshadows the finale of Beethoven’s Lebewohl Sonata Op. 81a, in which one can hear the 





4.2.4 Beethoven’s Ironic Tone on Reicha’s 36 Fugues für Klavier 
Ferdinand Ries once remarked, “Beethoven often thought of a specific object while 
composing, although he frequently ridiculed and reviled tonal painting, especially the petty 
sort.”165 In 1802, part of the reason for Beethoven’s self-titled “new method of composition” (as 
mentioned in the beginning of this chapter) was his dissatisfaction with Anton Reicha’s 36 Fugues 
für Klavier. According to Peter Eliot Stone, Beethoven owned a copy of Reicha’s fugues, and had 
commented wryly on what he believed to be a particularly weak entry, that “the fugue is no longer 
a fugue.”166 Given Beethoven’s comment, this author proposes that Beethoven’s Op. 35 is his 
ironic allusion to Reicha’s elevation of his own work as “a new method of fugue composition.”  
Anton Reicha (1770-1836) is (and was during his lifetime) regarded as an important 
theorist and teacher in early nineteenth century Paris. He studied with Neefe in Bonn around 1785, 
alongside Beethoven. According to Václav Jan Sykora, Reicha’s use of unusual time signatures in 
the 36 Fugues für Klavier (5/8, 2/8, 7/8) was derived from folk music, and anticipated the creative 
approach of the much later Béla Bartók.167  Even though at the time, the traditional Baroque 
approach to the melodic writing of a fugue was still valid and often-practiced, Reicha stated that 
his fugue’s themes apply with any interval he pleased. As an example, the use of two octave leaps 
in Fugue no. 7 (Thème de W. A, Mozart) showed no regard for the old fugal rule of the maximum 
interval range of a ninth. In choosing themes for fugues, Reicha included themes from Bach (no. 
5), Haydn (no. 3), Mozart (no. 7), and Scarlatti (no. 9), but did not include one quotation from 
Beethoven. Given their past acquaintance, perhaps this was part of the reason Beethoven was 
 
165 Ferdinand Ries, Biographische Notizen über Ludwig van Beethoven, quote from Constantin Floros’ Beethoven’s 
Eroica (Koblenz, 1838), 92.  
166 Grove Music Online, s. v. “Reicha [Rejcha], Antoine [Anton],” by Peter Eliot Stone, accessed October 25, 2021,  
https://doi-org.proxy2.library.illinois.edu/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.23093.  
167 Antonin Rejcha, 36 fugues for the Piano, (Bӓrenreiter Kassel Basel Tours London). 
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unhappy about Reicha’s 36 Fugues. As Jean Paul mentions, “Critics and hounds have no scent for 
roses and stinkflowers, but only for friends and enemies.”168 Despite the fact Op. 35 refers to its 
own theme as from The Creatures of Prometheus, Beethoven perhaps included in the music a 
critique on the deterioration of his relationship with Reicha in his first decade in Vienna.  
The divergence of compositional perspectives between Beethoven and Reicha led to a 
historically famous story on this “new manner” of composing variations and fugues. Beethoven’s 
attitude to Reicha drastically changed between November and December in 1802. In his letter to 
Nikolaus Zmeskall von Domanovecz in November 1802, he described Reicha as such a nice friend 
who even offered him a new pianoforte.169 However, when Beethoven wrote to Breitkoft & Hӓrtel 
on 18 December, 1802, he referred Reicha as “a certain French composer.”170 In avoiding a direct 
reference to Reicha, Beethoven’s criticism was tuned essentially not only to Reicha’s “fugue that 
was no longer a fugue”, but also Reicha’s quite French fashion, which Beethoven strongly disliked. 
According to Hans-Werner Küthen, Beethoven’s famous statement of his new manner of 
composition in his Opps. 34 and 35 would be a mockery of Reicha’s own statement of his new 
method of fugue writing.171 Ironic responses between composers could occasionally be reciprocal. 
In 1803, Reicha published L’art de varier Op. 57, which includes not only contemporary 
contrapuntal technique, but also included Beethoven’s innovative method used in Op. 35. 
Although neither Beethoven nor Reicha included each other by name in the title of their 




168 Jean Paul Richter, 110.  
169 Emily Anderson, trans., The Letters of Beethoven (New York: St Martin’s Press Inc, 1961), 82. 
170 Emily Anderson, trans., The Letters of Beethoven (New York: St Martin’s Press Inc, 1961), 83. 
171 Hans-Werner Küthen, “Beethovens ‘wirklich ganz neue manier’: Eine Persiflage,” Beitrӓge zu Beethovens 
Kammermusik: Symposion Bonn 1984 (München: G. Henle Verlag, 1987): 216-224.  
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To Nikolaus Zmeskall von Domanovecz 
Vienna, November, 1802 
Well, my dear Z[meskal], you may give Walter, if you like, a strong dose of my affair. For, 
in the first place, he deserves it in any case; and what is more, since the time when people began to 
think that my relations with Walter were strained, the whole tribe of pianoforte manufacturers have 
been swarming around me in their anxiety to serve me – and all for nothing. Each of them wats to 
make me a pianoforte exactly as I should like it. For instance, Reicha has been earnestly requested 
by the maker of his pianoforte to persuade me to let him make me one; and his is one of the more 
reliable ones, at whose firm I have already seen some good instruments – So you may give Walter 
to understand that, although I can have pianofortes for nothing from all the others, I will pay him 30 
ducats, but not more than 30 ducats, and on condition that the wood is mahogany. Furthermore, I 
insist that it shall have the tension with one string – If he won’t agree to these conditions, then make 
it quite plain to him that I shall choose on of the others to whom I will give my order and whom I 
shall take later on to Haydn to let the latter see his instrument – About noon today a foreigner, a 
Frenchman, is coming to see me. Herr R[eicha] and I shall then have the pleasure of seeing myself 
compelled to display my art on Jakesch’s piano – Adnotam – If you too would like to come, we 
should then have a good time; for afterwards we, i.e. Reicha, our wretched Imperial Baron and the 







To Breitkoft & Hӓrtel, Leipzig 
Vienna, c. December 18, 1802 
Instead of making a great clamour about a new method of writing v[ariations], like our 
worthy neighbouts the Gallo-Franks would make, such as, for instance, when a certain French 
composer presented me with fugues après une nouvelle methode, the method amounting to this, that 
the fugue is no longer a fugue, and so no – I have wished to draw the attention of those who are no 
connoisseurs to the fact that at any rate thses v[ariations] are different from all others. And this 
means of a short introductory statement which I request you to print both for the shorter and for the 
longer variations. I leave it to you to decide in what language or in how many languages it should 
appear, for it so happens that we poor Germans must express ourselves in all languages –  
Here in fact is the introductory statement”  
‘As these v[ariations] are distinctly different from my earlier ones, instead of indicating 
them like my previous ones by means of a number (such as, for instance, Nos. 1, 2, 3 and so on) I 
have included them in the proper numerical series of my greater musical works, the more so as the 
themes have been composed by me.’ 
The Composer  
NB. Should you consider it necessary to alter or correct anything, you have my full 
permission to do so.  
 
When Jean Paul claims that “Irony should be objective,” his intention is with “a continuing 
self-restraint.”172 Op. 35’s opening material, Introduzione col Basso del Tema, follows rational 
principles, which can be seen as objective when viewed as Beethoven’s ironic perspective of 
Reicha’s fugal writing. Even though some of Reicha’s 36 Fugues contain titles such as a deux 
Sujets (nos. 4, 31) and a trois Sujets (no. 30), the writing does not quite follow the number of 
subjects the titles suggest. Taking just one instance, Reicha labels no. 30 as a three-subject fugue, 
 
172 Jean Paul Richter, 111.  
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but the three subjects are not sustained for more than ten measures. In mm. 10-21, not any feature 
of these three subjects is heard, but rather, highly static ascending scales in the bass repeat. From 
m. 32, the ascending scales are transferred into soprano, but then suddenly the piece cuts down to 
one voice in mm. 40-45 (both hands play unison). Considering that Beethoven received intensive 
training of counterpoint with Haydn and Albrechtsberger when he first arrived at Vienna, his 
apprenticeships with these composers had engraved his awareness of good part-writing and 
continuity. Thus, Beethoven’s response to Reicha’s “new method” of fugues with misleading titles 
comes in Op. 35’s A due, A tre and A quattro. The bass line is varied in these three variations, each 
adding one voice each time as counterpoint, not only above and around also below the bass. In 
doing this, the irony is that Beethoven is playing as an impatient schoolteacher, holding Reicha by 
the hand, and showing him, “see, this is one subject, this is two and this is three. Do you 
understand?” 
From Beethoven’s title, the potential model for ironic parody would be no. 27 of Reicha’s 
36 Fugues, which is written as “Introduction and Fugue.” (Ex. 4.23) Beethoven titles the first and 
last sections of his Op. 35 as Introduzione col Basso del Tema and Alla Fuga, respectively, perhaps 
as a mockery of Reicha’s title and form in no. 27. In Reicha’s introduction, the left-hand follows 
the right-hand in unison to present the eight-measure theme with a perpetual motion in broken 
octaves. This figuration is similar to Var. 6 of Beethoven’s Op. 35, which is in C minor, but the 
left-hand possesses its own shape like a sweeping effect from a string orchestra. Reicha’s theme 
is then copied into the Fugue without any change other than being presented without 
accompaniment. Since Reicha’s theme ascends chromatically throughout but does not follow any 
key signature or form structure, it is very difficult to define key signature and harmonic resolution. 
For example, the thematic entries start on D major in the bass, then appear in B-flat major in an 
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alto register (m. 8). The theme is restated in soprano in D major again in m. 15, then goes to F 
major still in soprano.  
By contrast, Beethoven’s introduction includes one bass theme and four variations, with 
the Prometheus theme arriving as the fourth variation based on the grotesque bass line. The theme 
of Alla fuga begins similarly with the first four notes of the bass theme, but then the rest of the 
subject is modified. Additionally, Beethoven employs several techniques of conventional Baroque 
fugal form: a fugue on the subject from the head of the bass theme, a double fugue on the bass and 
melody of the theme and a fugue with an inverted bass subject. The feeling of returning to the 
home key is strengthened by a seven-measure dominant seventh (mm. 123-129) pedal, which is a 
transition back to the Prometheus theme. Furthermore, the simultaneous presentation of two 
subjects in the double fugue, again, seems to come from Beethoven’s ridicule on Reicha’s a deux 
Sujets. 
In quite the mocking response to Reicha’s fugues that close with an Adagio (such as nos. 
1 and 11), Beethoven includes not only just a single measure labeled Adagio in the fugal finale but 
also in the last measure of Var. 14. (Ex. 4.24) Both measures share similar features: a fermata sign 
and a series of small notes like an improvised cadenza passage. Unlike Reicha’s Adagio sections, 
which function as an ending to the fugue, Beethoven does not end his fugue with an Adagio, but 
instead, as a transition to the double variations in Var. 15, Largo, and the second half of finale, 
Andante con moto.173 The first Adagio measure leads to an enormous field (Var. 15), in which 
melodic power can unfold freely. The solemn music affects the listener more than the theme, and 
 
173 Beethoven write in a letter to Breitkopf of 18 October 1802, “I have composed two sets of variations, one of 
which can be counted [reckoned] as 8 variations [wovon man das eine auf 8 Variationen berechnen] and the other as 
thirty.” Also, Barry Cooper indicates, there are the equivalent of at least thirty variations in Op. 35.  
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the harmonic progression is not the same as the previous fourteen variations.174 The second Adagio 
measure provides a route to the continuation of the series of variations. The listener may be amazed 
by Beethoven’s oversized variations, with the Prometheus theme returning so often that one may 
believe this is a Rondo with varied themes. In writing double variations, Beethoven likes to 
interrupt or truncate one or both themes, which produces a less regular structure than Haydn’s 
double variations. To specify the last count of variations, Beethoven labels “Andante con moto” to 
the resuming Prometheus theme, which remarkably contains two double variations. 175  If 
considering Beethoven’s own indication for Op. 35 as “thirty variations,” one can see a bit more 
of hidden irony thrown at the publisher: clearly Beethoven considered there to be more variations 
in this work than the titles throughout the work suggest.  
In researching the high comedy of Beethoven’s Grosse Fuge (Op. 133), Stephen Husarik 
argues that a sense of comic confusion is derived from syncopated dissonances, grotesque leaps 
and irregular phrases, as if a harlequin jumps around.176 In the fugal finale of Op. 35, wide leaps 
are always included in the bass theme, which is developed into an extreme in mm. 119-122. The 
octave leap is augmented to a two octaves leap and is presented in rapid-tempo sixteenth notes, 
which seems to mock Reicha’s no. 7 in 36 Fugues (on a theme of Mozart), which widely used two 
octave leaps in the theme. Additionally, syncopated dissonance is amplified as a sarcastic tone 
which is derived from the double fugue section in mm. 52-89. The sforzandi as an eccentric pulse 
especially create strong discordance with the diminution of the subject.  
 
174 In vars. 1-14, Beethoven applies I-V-V-I; in Var. 15, deep emotion is prompted by modulations: I-V-II-VI-I6. 
This is similar to some deep emotion in Beethoven’s late works, such as in the first movement of Op. 106, mm. 5-6.  
175 Barry Cooper, 127.  
176 Stephen Husarik, “Musical Direction and the Wedge in Beethoven’s High Comedy, Grosse Fuge Op.133,” The 
Musical Times 153, no. 1920 (Autumn 2012): 53-66. 
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The suddenly homophonic texture and one measure Adagio, as well as wide leaps and 
syncopated dissonance in Beethoven’s Introduczione and Alla Fuga culminate into Beethoven’s 
“Reicha parody.” The irony comes from Beethoven presenting each of Reicha’s deficiencies in 36 
Fugues in Op. 35, but corrected, as if to say, now this is what a new manner of fugue writing 





















CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 
To summarize, humorous ideas often surprise the audience through unexpected phrases and 
transitions, as well as unusually juxtaposed figures, all of which do not follow the systematic rules 
one expects to encounter.177 “When our expectations are derailed and delightfully manipulated, in 
an atmosphere of high spirits and ironic reinterpretation, high comedy results.” 178 The humor and 
irony in Beethoven’s variations can be seen in differen directions, some referring to his 
mischievousness and others closely relating to the subject of ridicule (often of his contemporaries).  
 
The Variations and The Drama 
Variations were a genre that was essentially a by-product of opera for decades, largely 
depending on the public’s familiarity with operatic melodies from a growing repertoire. Beethoven 
applied not only the well-acquainted melodies of his time, but also the subject works’ dramatic 
contents into his variations. Sometimes, he intended to make variations into musical narratives in 
order to retell or respond to operatic stories, in which the succession of scenes are mapped out in 
individual variations. As in the example of the Salieri variations (WoO 73), the orchestral theme 
depicts the main incongruous moment of the opera’s narrative, and the writing style of the last 
variation suggests an operatic ensemble finale. An audience familiar with Salieri’s Falstaff would 
realize Beethoven’s humor in La stessa, la stessissima, in which he lampooned specific features 
of the opera, even recounting the misadventures of Shakespeare’s famous portly knight.179  
 
177 Points made in Beethoven’s day by Christian Friedrich Machaelis, “Ueber das Humoristische oder Launige in der 
musikalischen Komposition,” Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung 9, no. 47 (12 August 1807): 725-26. “Die Musik ist 
humoristisch, wenn die Komposition mehr die Laune des Künstlers, als die strenge Ausübung des Kunstsystems 
verräth.” 
178 See Kinderman, “Beethoven’s High Comic Style in Piano Sonatas of the 1790s,” Beethoven Forum 5 (1996): 
119-138. 
179 Whiting, 353.  
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Documentation from German comic opera leads to the further understanding of Beethoven’s 
romantic irony. The sense of the encroaching Ottoman Empire was a subject of intrigue in the 
development of comic opera in eighteenth century Europe. “In the 1760s and the 1770s, Vienna 
for the first time contemplated the possibility of Ottoman defeat with a measure of ambivalence, 
which was also reflected in the balance of sympathy and mockery in contemporary operatic 
comedies about the Turks.” 180  In the cases of Winter’s Das unterbrochene Opferfest and 
Süssmayr’s Soliman der Zweite, the European figures, the Englishman Murney and the German 
sultana Marianne, are always portrayed as noble, brave and of good nature. The comedy of a Euro-
Peruvian or Euro-Ottoman encounter on the stage can be seen as a satire of European intellectual 
influence in distant regions of the world. Beethoven’s humorous tactics in the Winter variations 
(WoO 75) and the Süssmayr variations (WoO 76) are comparable to Lauren Sterne’s comic writing, 
which surely further deepened the composer’s sense of romantic irony.  
Haibel’s Le nozze disturbate, Salieri’s Falstaff and three German comic operas challenge 
Beethoven’s ambivalent feelings on the subject of love. Beethoven’s critical response to Mozart’s 
opera buffa shows his dissatisfaction with the subject, with that treatment, as he commented: “I 
could not compose operas like Don Giovanni and Figaro. I hold them both in aversion. I could not 
have chosen such subjects, they are too frivolous for me.”181 Salieri’s fickle and irresponsible 
Falstaff, Dittersdorf’s jealous alter Mann, as well as Winter’s and Süssmayr’s flirting characters 
while in committed relationships essentially fight against the spousal virtues in Beethoven’s 
Fidelio. Beethoven’s famous parody on Mozart’s “Notte e giorno faticar” in Var. 22 of the Diabelli 
variations (Op. 120) may also reflect his ironic response to such frivolous love. As such, Beethoven 
not only focuses on demonstrating drama in variations but also his personal response to some 
 
180 Wolff, 111.  
181 Quote from Kinderman’s lecture content in Guangzhou, May 2019.  
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popular issues featured in comic opera at the end of the eighteenth century. Beethoven’s variations 
could become a mirror reflecting his attitudes toward diverse issues in his world. 
 
The Use of Silence  
The use of silence plays a significant role to elicit laughter in Beethoven’s variations for 
piano. “A dramatic silence occurs in the middle of a phrase, and it consists of delaying the expected 
continuation of expressive purposes.”182 Such examples can be found in the Dittersdorf variations 
(WoO 66) and Süssmayr’s variations (WoO 76). In the case of Dittersdorf’s theme, the sudden 
silence happens in the middle of a word, which is originally humorous when interpreting in the 
vocal performance. Beethoven further uses Dittersdorf’s grand pause as the separation for 
incongruity in thirteen variations. In the final Var. 13, Beethoven brings a paradox of incongruity 
in that there is nothing incongruous after the whole bar rest in this variation, unlike its predecessors.  
As Charles Rosen indicates, “the contrasts of dynamics and register in Var. 13 of the 
Diabelli variations are grotesquely funny.”183 Beethoven’s use of grand pause can also be found in 
Var. 24 of the Righini variations (WoO 65), in which a D in the high register is surrounded by a 
two-measure grand pause. Beethoven’s whimsical intentions are imbued into the piece as the 
listener’s expectation of D major is undermined, especially when the theme re-enters in B-flat 
major after the grand pause (mm. 37-41). This points beyond the classical comic style but is the 
highest form of wit in the form of a musical pun.184 The sharp distinction between tonalities with 
the insistent pause is a reminiscence of Haydn’s high comedy. In the Basso del Tema of the 
Prometheus variations (Op. 35), the grand pause intensifies the humor, enclosing thrice-stated B-
 
182 Cooper, “Beethoven’s Use of Silence,” The Musical Times V.152 No. 1914 (SPRING 2011): 25-43.  
183 Rosen, The Classical Style, 95.  
184 Rosen, 96.  
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flats. As Barry Cooper puts it, “the joke lies in the sudden reappearance of the music after the 
silence, which therefore anticipates the joke.”185 
Aside from the use of such a conspicuous grand pause, Beethoven used of a fermata in this 
example, which also appears in his first Piano Sonata Op. 2 no. 1, and many other early piano 
sonatas. At the end of the finale of the humorous G major Piano Sonata Op. 31 no. 1, Beethoven 
further exploits the combination of the whole rest and the fermata. The unusual pianissimo ending 
in G major chords already tricks the audience, while the added silence (which should be presented 
in the performance) would lead to confusion regarding the real closure of the piece, yet would 
elicit an outburst of laughter. Similarly, Beethoven uses this fermata silence along with the 
Haydnesque sudden fortissimo chords at the end of the Winter variations (WoO 75) and the 
Süssmayr variations (WoO 76). Therefore, a “hold-on” gesture of a pianist (for example, holding 
one’s position for a length of time at the close of the piece to fulfill the written-out silence measure 
at the end) would not only present the humorous silence but also include the pianist’s body 
language as an element of the comedy. In the case of Süssmayr’s theme, the silence is extended at 
the end of each phrase through the use of fermatas on rests and dominant chords, which suggests 








185 Cooper, “Beethoven’s use of silence,” The Musical Times V.152 No. 1914 (SPRING 2011): 29. 
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The Use of Parody 
Beethoven’s extemporaneous playing could be always associated with his sense of humor, 
as it was recorded in history. Rochlitz observed that “once [Beethoven] is in the mood, rough, 
striking witticisms, odd notions, surprising and exciting juxtapositions and paradoxes suggest 
themselves to him in a steady flow.”186  
As Kinderman pinpoints, “Beethoven’s use of parody embraces a gamut of effects, and 
each case needs to be judged on its own merits.”187 One could hear an evocation of previous 
historical styles in different variations. Beethoven ends a few variations in the contrapuntal style 
of J. S. Bach, such as the finale of the Süssmayr variations (WoO 76) and the Prometheus 
variations (Op. 35). The gigue dance style of Baroque keyboard suites is encountered in the 
Dittersdorf variations (WoO 66). Beethoven’s compliment to J. B. Cramer’s performance ability 
is directly related to parody of the London Pianoforte School, which can be heard in Var. 7 of the 
Salieri variations (WoO 73) and Var. 23 of the Diabelli variations (Op. 120). The Adagio and 
Allegro pair at the end of variation sets implies Mozart’s influence on the young Beethoven. Also, 
the undeniable master of the musical comedy of the classical era, Haydn, guided him on the way 
of musical humor in the use of silence and incongruity.  
Like literary comedies by Ludwig Tieck (1773-1853), Beethoven showed his affinity for a 
direct parody of a theme, by employing wide leaps and quick changes of the location of the hand, 
the motific ideas shift into grotesque images in different variations. For example, the quick 
changing of the location of the right hand causes some technical awkwardness in Var. 10 of the 
Haibel variations (WoO 68), but it brings out the humorous farce-like moment of a pantomime. In 
 
186 Friedrich Rochlitz, Fur Freunde der Tonkunst, 3rd ed. (Leipzig, 1868), IV, 235. Quote from Longyear, 
“Beethoven and Romantic Irony,” 152. 
187 Kinderman, Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), 69.  
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the dialogue-like section of the ensemble finale in the Salieri variations (WoO 73), the wide leaps 
in different registers symbolize the different voices, which present a distorted image of the comic 
figures.  
In those early variations, Beethoven applies slight exaggeration in imitating some features 
of the theme, which later grow into a special form of parody in the writing of the Diabelli variations 
(Op. 120). According to Kinderman, “Beethoven harps on the actual substance of the waltz itself 
– specifically those features of its which are particularly trite – and reproduces them in exaggerated 
form so that they become insufferably so in the parody.”188 In 1802, this growing level of parody 
was present, in which some elements of the theme were parodied obsessively at first. In the 
example from Var. 9 of the Prometheus variations (Op. 35), the bass theme is transferred into 
small grace notes whereas the repeated B-flats turn out to be the pedal tone for three quarters of 
the paragraph. In Var. 13, the original bass theme alternates between bass and treble registers, and 
Beethoven’s humorous ambition is confirmed by the bell-like appoggiaturas on A/B-flat (which is 
from the last two notes of the theme in first half) and the repetitive chords in both hands. Clearly, 













Paradoxical contrast can be an essential part of comedy, as is widely presented in 
Beethoven’s piano variations. As Kinderman has indicated, “the resulting incongruity may surface 
not only in the language of discourse but as a large-scale element of the plot.”189 In the example 
of the Salieri variations (WoO 73), the comic element of the theme is the situational incongruity: 
while Mrs. Slender and Mrs. Fords plan revenge on Falstaff’s unsolicited proclamation of love, 
their husbands suspect them of infidelity. As a result, the theme Beethoven chose for WoO 73, the 
orchestral introduction of Salieri’s duet depicts this incongruous moment which was caused by 
verbal puns.  
Characteristic contrast invites the juxtaposition of conflicting perspectives in variation sets, 
referring to contrast not only between pairs of variations but also within one variation. For example, 
the Righini’s variations (WoO 65) are full of incongruity. Var. 6 is written as a hunting song (la 
chasse), whereas Var. 7 imitates a French overture. Sharp contrast is highlighted in Var. 14, in 
which the juxtaposition of contradictory figurations is alternated four times, a determined 
Allegretto and a sentimental Adagio are juxtaposed. In other sets, incongruity sometime associates 
with the use of fermatas to heighten one’s awareness of the contrast of characteristics. The 
Dittersdorf’s theme in WoO 66 provides the “surprise silence” between a word from the opera as 
a central focus, and an obvious divider between highly-contrasting presentations of the theme. In 
Var. 5, 9, and 12, the audience encounters not only different tempo markings on either side of the 
fermata, but also different meters. Such a juxtaposition of opposing characters can bewilder, 
interpreted as an unanticipated joke from Beethoven. The silence from Dittersdorf is used as a 
 
189 Kinderman, “Beethoven’s High Comic Style in Piano Sonatas of the 1790s,” 121.  
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separation for incongruity by Beethoven, which then lies paradoxically in the fact that there’s 
nothing incongruous after the whole-bar rest in the finale variation of WoO 66.  
 
Literary Analogue 
Incongruity as a humorous device in Beethoven’s music has literary analogues in works by 
Laurence Sterne and Jean Paul Richter. The principal example in this work is Var. 3 of the Winter 
variations (WoO 75), in which the audience does hear the contour of the thematic melody from 
the quartet, but the contour is interrupted every other measure (each measure is incongruous with 
its neighbor). The audience can still effectively hear the melody by interpolating it in their 
imagination, similar to Sterne’s use of interpolated blanks and asterisks when leaving information 
out for the reader to imagine in The Life and Opinion of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman.  
Another example of literary references in Beethoven’s early piano variations can be found 
in Var. 24 of the Righini variations (WoO 65). After the grand pause, the theme returns in B-flat 
major, then a digression is taken by leading to G major, A-flat major and eventually using A major 
to signal the final arrival to the tonic key, D major. This detour resembles the use of paradox and 
incongruity in Sterne’s The Life and Opinion of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, a work that is 
characterized by a preference to deviate often from the main topic, often going around between 
two points, rather than taking a straight line to the next part of the topic. In instrumental music, 
Haydn also favors this tactic, a “tolerable straight line” (as described in Chapter 2) in making 
musical humor. A good example of this can be found in the third movement of his Piano Sonata 





An Unusual Ending  
Beethoven’s high comic style is shared, nourished and developed from Haydn’s humor in 
his instrumental music and Shakespeare’s humor, while the use of the intentional incongruity and 
unpredictability also follow the model of comic masters including Laurence Sterne and Jean Paul 
Richter. The sense of irony and incomprehensibility can grow stronger when one encounters an 
unusual ending. The understated Romantic temperament and wit at the end of the Righini 
variations (WoO 65) stands at odds with a more predictable classical attitude: the feeling of caprice 
and humor involves a linking of disparate elements in a manner most original for the time. As 
Smith mentions, “The effect of taking a familiar word, phrase, context, and using it in a fresh 
application encourages the connection of two distant spheres of thought. When applied effectively 
it can well be perceived as ‘funny.’”190 In addition to the soft ending of the Righini variations, the 
Dittersdorf variations (WoO 66) and the Haibel variations (WoO 68) also close with a light touch. 
Even though scholars have debated whether the finale march was perhaps added into the 
Dittersdorf variations at a later time, the amusing incongruity between the Capriccio and the mock-
heroic Marcia vivace suggests Beethoven’s intention to create a humorous tone via contrast. The 
buffoonery of contrast at the close of the Haibel variations stands apart. The Allegretto dancing 
theme is followed up by the Adagio, as the listener hears the thematic line and repeated motif, in 
a reversed version. 
The artistic playfulness and gaiety of those Beethovenian works we have considered rise 
well beyond mere thematic decoration, as they “escape from the tyranny of the sequential” or mere 
compositional routine and a figurative spinning-out of motives; these pieces can engage with 
comic Singspiel themes with a touch of irony, like that “little grain salt which alone renders the 
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dish palatable.”191 Even as a young composer-pianist, Beethoven could pounce upon aesthetic 
opportunities that blend an active empathetic response with wry wit.  
How then can this survey of such a wide-ranging array of humorous devices that inspire 
Beethoven’s piano variations be closed? What ending can be offered to this discussion of the 
subject at hand? This investigation has often forced the author to reconstruct the original real-life 
context from which these pieces arose, connecting these works with biography and history. Let 
one then consider the very last such example stemming from the composer’s biography. It is 
worthy of note that on his deathbed in 1827, Beethoven recited the common closing line of 
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Ex. 1.1. Beethoven Aus Goethes Faust Op. 75 no. 3, Beethoven’s fingering indication for piano 







































Beethoven Righini Variations WoO 65 



































Ex. 2.3. WoO 65, Theme. 
 
Ex. 2.4. WoO 65, var. 4. 
 
 










WoO 65, var. 9. 
 
Ex. 2.6. WoO 65, var. 10, mm. 1-8. 




WoO 65, var. 13, mm. 1-5. 
 


































































































Ex. 2.11. WoO 65, var. 14. 
 
 



















Beethoven Salieri variations WoO 73 


























































































Ex. 2.24. Haydn Capriccio in C, mm. 88-93. 
 
 























































Beethoven’s Dittersdorf Variations WoO 66 





















Ex. 3.3. Neefe’s theme. 
 






Ex. 3.5. Neefe’s var. 10, mm. 172-183.  
 




























































































Ex. 3.12. WoO 66, var. 12, Capriccio, mm. 39-54.  
 
Ex. 3.13. WoO 66, var. 13, mm. 21-25.  
 












Beethoven Winter Variations WoO 75 





























Ex. 3.17. Beethoven piano sonata Op. 14 no. 2, Andante, var. 2, mm. 21-25.   
 





Ex. 3.19. WoO 75, var. 7, mm. 41-52.  
 
Ex. 3.20. WoO 75, var. 7 ending. 
 














Ex. 3.22. Beethoven piano sonata Op. 31 no. 1, ending. 
 




















Ex. 3.24. Beethoven Piano Sonata Op. 31 no. 1, Allegro vivace, opera buffa style, mm. 84-100. 
 





Ex. 3.26. WoO 75, var. 4, mm. 1-9.  
 














Beethoven’s Süssmayr variations WoO 76 






























Ex. 3.33. WoO 76, var. 2. 
 






















Beethoven Haibel Variations WoO 68 









































































































































































Beethoven Prometheus Variations Op. 35 
Ex. 4.9. Clementi G minor sonata Op. 7 no. 3, Allegro con spirito, mm. 1-21. 
 










Ex. 4.10. Clementi Op. 7 no. 3, Allegro con spirito, mm. 38-55. 
 
 
















































































Ex. 4.16. Beethoven Op. 35, var. 3. 
 





Ex. 4.18. Beethoven Op. 35, var. 9. 
 





Ex. 4.20. Beethoven Op. 35, var. 11.  
Ex. 
























































Ex. 4.24. Reicha’s 36 Fugues fur Klavier, ending of No. 1.  
 
 
Reicha’s 36 Fugues fur Klavier, ending of No. 11.  
 
Beethoven’s Op. 35, var. 14, adagio connects to var. 15.  
 
 
Beethoven’s Op. 35, Alla fuga, adagio connects to andante con moto, mm. 132-135. 
 
 
 
